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The troops of the 1st Battalion, 

506th Infantry Regiment, may end 

up as the most combat decorated 

unit over their iteration of Opera-

tion Iraqi Freedom. 

The most decorated in the entire Army.

But, what matters most to the three most 

decorated “Red Currahees” isn’t ribbons or 

medals.

These Silver Star awardees may minimize their 

acts of heroism in speech, but they come to em-

body the spirit of the “Band of Brothers” to new 

generation, and have truly earned

A Hero’s Welcome.
Story and photos by Pfc. Paul David Ondik



““     I was just doing my job. My 
mind just shut down and I focused 
on what was in front of me, I had 
no sense of time at all.

--Spc. Gregory Puskin

O ver 200 troops distinguished, 87 Purple 
Hearts paid for in blood,15 Bronze Stars 
for Valor awarded, and Three Silver Stars, 
the Army’s 3rd most valorous award for 

combat, pinned to the uniforms of Soldiers who risked 
everything for their broth-
ers.
     The 1st Battalion, 506th 
Infantry Regiment, recently 
returned from bloodstained 
streets of Ramadi in the al 
Anbar province of Iraq, held 
their awards ceremony at 
Lazado Gym at Fort Camp-
bell February 15.
     One story personifies the 
Soldiers of this unit’s tenac-
ity in the face of some of the 
most adverse conditions ex-
perienced by troops thus far 
in the Iraq War.
     Staff Sgt. Jeremy Wil-
zcek, Spec. Jose Alvarez 
and Spec. Gregory Pushkin 
all members of 3rd Platoon, 
Charlie Company, 1-506th 
IN, 506th Regimental Com-
bat Team, received the Silver 
Star, for their actions during 
a deadly nighttime ambush 
last March.
     On that night, the dark-
ness of the Iraqi street was 
suddenly shredded by a 
barrage of small arms fire, 
punctuated by the explosion 
of rocket-propelled and hand   
grenades.
     “I immediately freaked 
out,” said Alvarez, who was 
able to regain his composure 
upon seeing his comrade, Staff Sgt. Marco Silva, bleed-
ing and incapacitated in the middle of the street.
     Alvarez left cover and ran into the kill-zone, us-
ing Eagle First Responder training to surmise that Silva 
was not only injured, he was dying. Alvarez covered 
his buddy’s body with his own, and returned fire on the 
enemy. “I snatched him up and started dragging him 
away.”

     While the diminutive Alvarez dragged Silva to the 
safety of cover, explosions blossomed around him, 
sending two pieces of searing shrapnel into his leg.
     “I was pretty laid out,” said Alvarez, who neverthe-
less returned to the fight after receiving battlefield aid.

     Pushkin and Wilzcek simi-
larly risked their lives darting 
out into the line of fire to re-
trieve their wounded fellows. 
     Pushkin kicked down the 
door of a home, to provide 
cover for injured troops reel-
ing from the intensity of the 
ambush. He laid down sup-
pressive fire, then, along with 
Wilzcek, his team leader, he 
made a bee-line to a pair of 
troops pinned down and in-
jured. “Training took over,” 
said Pushkin. “I was just do-
ing my job. My mind just shut 
down and I focused on what 
was in front of me, I had no 
sense of time at all.”
     “All three men risked their 
lives numerous times to come 
to the aid of their comrades,” 
said Lt. Col. Ron Clark, com-
mander of 1-506th IN.
     Still, the three young men 
are humble about the actions 
that earned them the award 
for “gallantry in action,” pre-
sented by Maj. Gen. Jeffrey 
Schloesser, commander of the 
101st Airborne Division.
     “There were better people 
that did a lot more out there,” 
said Alvarez. 
     “I feel honored to be rec-
ognized, but there’s a lot of 

people there, doing the same thing,” said Wilczek.
     Though the Soldiers downplay their acts of courage, 
one of the men whose life was saved has a much differ-
ent take on the events of that night.
     “I was trapped in the street, and they pulled me out of 
there single-handedly,” said Sgt. Michael Row.
     Wilzcek was injured the next week during another 
firefight and wore a cast over his foot during the
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Spc. Jose Alvarez, 1-506th IN, 506th RCT, speaks with Maj. Gen. Jeffrey Schloesser, command-
er, 101st Airborne Division and Fort Campbell, before Schloesser pins on his Silver Star dur-
ing an awards ceremony at Lozada Gymnasium at Fort Campbell, Ky. February 15.

ceremony. He had no need for 
crutches, but it was obvious to all in 
attendance that if he had, he needn’t 
have looked any further than to the 
Soldiers to his left and right. “I feel honored to 

be recognized, 
but there’s a lot 
of people there, 
doing the same 

thing.
--Staff Sgt. Jeremy Wilzcek
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Photo by Spc. Alex  Cook, 506th RCT Public Affairs
Soldiers from 4-320th FA, 506th RCT, make adjustments to their howitzer’s sights as part of 
the fire control alignment tests necessary to properly reset their equipment.

4-320th FA conducts initial howitzer tests
by Spc. Alex Cook 506th RCT PAO

st Platoon, Alpha Battery of 4th Battalion, 320th 
Field Artillery Regiment, 506th Regimental 
Combat Team conducted their first fire-control 

alignment test on their howitzers since they returned 
from Iraq last November.  
     The howitzers have just been cleaned and repaired 
by civilian contractors, and the alignment tests are the 
first step the Soldiers will take to ensure the weapons 
function properly.
     “We have to check them,” said Staff Sgt. Kerri Min-
er, the firing battery chief for 1st Platoon. “If we go out 
to fire and the round ends up landing in Burger King, 
we’re responsible. We want to have the final say that 
everything works.”
     The Soldiers aligned the howitzers sight systems, en-
suring that the weapons will fire exactly where they want 

them to.  As their first step, they checked the bore sight-
ing, by aiming at a stationary object 1,500 meters away.  
The Soldiers ensured that all three of their sights lined 
up exactly.  Miner stressed again how important it is 
for them 
to be 
perfectly 
accurate 
in these 
initial tests.
     “Everything in field artillery has to be right on,” he 
said “Every meter we’re off in the test throws us off a 
thousand meters when firing.”
      Before their first live fire exercise the artillery Sol-
diers will conduct more section training, including gun-
ner’s test training and section certifications.

1
Every meter we’re off in the test 
throws us off a thousand meters 
when firing.
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(above) Sgt. Derek Reeves and Spc. Gregory Con-
treras,  4-320th FA, 506th RCT, continue working 
on their gun sights.(below) Working by the book.

gunner’s test training and section certifications.
     Miner merely supervised the tests, providing 
help when he thought it was needed.  Spc. Gregory 
Contreras, a howitzer loader in 1st platoon, was one 
of the Soldiers actually conducting the tests.
     “I’m basically assisting,” said Contreras “I 
helped set up, I installed the equipment, and took 
out the breech.”
     Contreras made adjustments to the weapon’s 
sights, based on the measurements of Staff Sgt. Jai-
me Leon, his section chief.
     The Soldiers’s efficiency at the task of calibration 
is enhanced by their familiarity with each other. A 
Soldier with a rifle is a single instrument, but the 
big guns are worthless without their team.
     “All these guys were with each other in Iraq,” 

s a i d 
Miner. 
“ N o 
n e w 
g u y s 
h a v e 
c o m e 
in yet, 
so we 
a l l 

know each other really well.”
     Miner says correctly conducting the tests is 
something easily forgotten without constant rep-
etition, so he quizzes his Soldiers and encourages 
them to study their manuals.
     “This is a perishable skill.  I want them to consult 
the book to make sure they know what to do,” said 
Miner. “This training is critical. We have to provide 
fast accurate fire.  Everyone down to the 
last private has to know what to do.”
     Miner scoffed at the rain sprinkling 
down on his Soldiers as they conducted 
their tests. Then he gave some insight 
into the mindset of the artillery Soldier
     “This stuff is competitive,” he said 
“We’re out here in the rain because while 
the other guy’s inside playing his [video 
game system], we’re getting that much 
better than him.”

If we go out to fire and the 
round ends up landing in Burg-
er King, we’re responsible.  We 
want to have the final say that 
everything works.

photo by Spc. Alex Cook, 506th RCT Public Affairs
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COURAGE UNDER FIRE

How Capt. Joshua Brandon earned 
the Silver Star coming to the aid of 
Iraqi troops in the Adhamiyah sec-
tion of east Baghdad
by Maj. James Lowe

LEADERSHIP:
Brandon also earned the 
Bronze Star Medal with Valor, 
leading troops during the 
aftermath of the Samarrah 
mosque bombing

aj. Gen. Jeffrey Schloesser, commander, 101st 
Airborne Division and Fort Campbell, present-
ed the Silver Star and a Bronze Star with Valor 

Device to Capt. Joshua Brandon for his exceptional 
actions in east Baghdad last year. Brandon, a native 
of Cleveland, served as the Military Transition Team 
intelligence officer for the 4th Battalion, 320th Field 
Artillery Regiment, 506th Regimental Combat Team, 
101st Airborne Division, during his recent deployment 
to Operation Iraqi Freedom.  His decisive action and 
demonstrated courage during the 7th Imam March and 

the following day earned the Silver Star 
recognition.  
According to Army Regulation 600-8-
22, the Silver Star can be awarded to a 
person who, while serving in any capac-
ity with the U.S. Army, is cited for gal-
lantry in action against an enemy of the 

United States while engaged in military 
operations involving conflict with an op-

posing foreign force.
In the complex environment of Adhamiyah, a mostly 
Sunni zone, nestled against the east side of the Tigris 
River in Baghdad, extremists began to fire on the Iraqi 
Army and Police who were protecting the route of the 
Shia marchers. The Shia holiday includes a pilgrimage 
to the shrine located on the west side of the river where 
the 7th Imam lays entombed to worship.  The walk to 
and from the shrine is meant to intensify the reverence 
of the ancient leader.

M
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hat morning, the radio operator at the team head-
quarters at Forward Operation Base Apache re-
ceived a call from one of the Iraqi Army com-

pany commanders who said, “I have 15 soldiers on 
the ground and I need you here or I’m dead.” 
Brandon recalled that this particular commander 
never overstated his case – if he said his group of 
Iraqi Army soldiers would be killed, he meant it.  
The MiTT team 
mounted up with 
18 U.S.    Soldiers   
and additional 
Iraqi Army troops and moved to the intersection in 
Sleikh.
When they arrived, the small group of Iraqi Army 
soldiers with armored vehicles, together with a few 
members of the Iraqi Police and several uniformed 
members of Jaish Al-Mahdi, the military wing of 
Muqtada al-Sadr’s militia, were hunkered down on 
a bridge near the Army Canal under intense small 
arms and machine gun fire.  The bridge served as a 
choke point where the marchers were vulnerable to 
fire from buildings to the west as they sought to cross 
going east to Sadr City.
“An absolutely fearless leader, Josh has a unique abil-
ity to calmly work through a problem then execute its 
solution violently,” said Maj. Rick Ullian, executive 
officer, 4-320th FA, who was present at the scene.
With small arms fire crackling around them and ex-
plosions from rocket propelled grenades about 100 

meters away, Brandon twice crossed the danger zone 
to rally Iraqi Army Soldiers who had little ammuni-
tion left.  The MiTT turned the marchers back to a 
safer route; Brandon led a flanking maneuver with 
Ullian by crossing to suppress the machine gun fire, 
while Capt. Ben Shaha, commander of the MiTT, led 
a group who stepped in front of the marchers to shield 
them on the bridge.  
The next day, August 21, Brandon and the MiTT pla-
toon linked up with Iraqi Army forces at Antar Square 
which surrounds the Abu Hanifa Mosque, a revered 
Sunni place of worship.  IA checkpoints had come 
under attack by numerous Sunni fighters. The IA op-
erations officer informed the MiTT that an armored 

vehicle Iraqi Army platoon was pinned down under 
heavy RPG fire and had lost contact with six of their 
soldiers near the courthouse on the square. 
Brandon quickly assisted the MiTT Chief in making 
a plan to lead an IA assault up the street to relieve the 
IA platoon and find the separated IA soldiers. As the 
combined assault element moved north he exited the 
safety of his vehicle and under sustained small arms 

fire from several roof tops, attempted without success 
to halt a retreating group of friendly fighters.
 Brandon then split the IA and MiTT element on ei-
ther side of the road, and pushed the element forward. 
Under heavy enemy fire, he then led his first section 
north of the initial intersection by the courthouse and 
into Abu Hanifa Square where they could place ef-
fective fires upon the enemy. He then maneuvered a 
vehicle from the second section into the intersection 
in order to suppress the enemy from the west. While 
he and Shaha attempted to rally an IA assault element, 
his MiTT section was caught in a crossfire consisting 
of heavy automatic weapons and RPG fire.
Deciding that the IA was too exhausted to assault the 
enemy position, he positioned a third IA truck into 
a supporting fire position under heavy fire, and as-
sembled his second section for the assault. He and 
the assault element proceeded south to Kings Monu-

ment to Shir’Da Street where they encountered a 
five man enemy element attempting to reinforce 
the enemy. The men opened fire, killing two and 
wounding one Sunni fighter. The enemy fighters in 

the battle position, now flanked by the assault force, 
withdrew.
After securing his position, Brandon personally led 
his exhausted soldiers through the door into three 
suspected enemy houses. They cleared the houses, 
and then followed a blood trail but lost the wound-
ed fighter when he crossed a sewer. While securing 
the neighborhood, IA elements entered Abu Hanifa 
Square and recovered their six soldiers.
“I am proud of both the poise and courage of our Sol-
diers and noncommissioned officers on both the 20th 
and 21st. They were faced with one of the most com-
plex and frustrating fights we had seen all year, yet 

T

An absolutely fearless leader, Josh has a unique ability to calmly 
work through a problem then execute its solution violently.

The assault element opened fire, killing 
two and wounding one Sunni fighter. 
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they managed to defeat two numerically superior en-
emy forces and prevent the needless deaths of count-
less Iraqi civilians,” said Brandon, a 2000 Citadel 
graduate, noting that Sgt. 1st Class Brendon Daniels, 
Staff Sgt. William Fraas and Spc. Dye among others, 
performed with distinction. 
“There’s no better thing than to see NCOs and Sol-
diers working with you, fighting for each other.  We 
were helping the Iraqis but my guys did these things; 
cooks, drivers and artillerymen stepped up and fought 
the enemy under extreme duress,” said Shaha.
Brandon had served as a light infantry platoon lead-
er in 3rd Batt., 327th Infantry, 1st Brigade Combat 
Team, 101st Abn. Div., during OIF 1 in 2003, and as 
an anti-armor company executive officer in 1st Batt., 
506th Inf. at Fort Campbell, KY.   He graduated air-
borne, air assault, and combatives instructor schools. 
His previous awards include an Army Commenda-
tion Medal and Bronze Star with Valor device. 
Brandon also was presented with his second Bronze 

Star with Valor Device for actions in the aftermath 
of the bombing of the Samarra Askariyah shrine, 
known as the “Golden Mosque”, when he rallied co-
alition troops to counter attack enemy forces at Antar 
Square in Adhamiyah. He led two assaults. The ac-
tions of his Soldiers and Iraqi Army forces resulted 
in 27 enemy killed in action, 11 enemy captured, ap-
proximately 28 enemy wounded with the Iraqi Army 
suffering only two wounded, over two days of fight-
ing.
“The Iraqi Army and my team were outnumbered and 
fighting for our lives. We realized that if we waited 
for help, the Iraqis would break and we would be 
over-run. So we attacked. Our Soldiers and NCOs 
rallied the Iraqis and killed a lot of bad guys,” said 
Brandon.
No members of the 4-320th MiTT were injured dur-
ing these engagements, and several Iraqi Army sol-
diers received wounds.
Schloesser beamed with pride in pinning on the two 
medals on the chest of Brandon and complemented 
Kristen Brandon, also from Cleveland, on the hero-
ism of her husband.

cooks, drivers and artillerymen 
stepped up and fought the enemy 
under extreme duress

BSTB thanks school 
for support

Lt. Col. Christopher Hall, commander, 4th 
BSTB, 506th RCT, presents a certificate of 
appreciation to the Northeast Elementary 
School, for the school’s support.
story and photos by Spc. Alex Cook, 
506th RCT PAO

     The 4th Brigade Special Troops Battalion presented 
Northeast Elementary School in Clarksville with a Cer-
tificate of Appreciation on March 7, for their support of 
the battalion during last deployment.
    Lt. Col. Christopher Hall, commander, 4th BSTB, 
presented the certificate to Julie Bratton, the school’s 
counselor, and Jane Amos, the principal.
     “We just wanted to present a little token of our ap-
preciation to the school,” said Hall. “The kids made a 
big impact on Soldiers with no families of their own.”
     While the battalion was deployed, Bratton coordinat-
ed with the school’s 4th and 5th grade students to cre-
ate gift bags for single Soldiers.  The children included 
notes and drawings, which Soldiers used to decorate 
their living quarters in Iraq.
      “We have one third to one half of our student popula-
tion that is affected by deployment,” said Amos.     Brat-
ton and Amos accepted the certificate, and also thanked 
the Soldiers for their support of the school.
     “We appreciate everything Ft. Campbell does to train 
our counselors and administrators to prepare students 
for their parents deploying.” said Amos.
     Hall admitted that some of the pictures had found 
their way to his office in Iraq, and even returned home 
with him.
     “I’ve still got some of those pictures in my desk 
drawer.” Hall said.
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Photo by Pfc. Paul David Ondik, 506th RCT Public Affairs
Spc. Antwain Williams,  HHC, 506th RCT, will soon leave the Currahees, but his weapon won’t.

506th RCT troops reset, reload 
for training
by Pfc. Paul David Ondik 506th RCT PAO
     With a recent deployment to Iraq still filling their 
rear-view mirror, troops of the 506th Regimental Com-
bat Team are now focused on the huge task of resetting 
the entire brigade’s equipment.
     “The equipment reset is massive because it covers 
everything, from small-arms, to rolling stock, to com-
munication equipment,” said Maj. Dan Koprowski, 
executive officer, 506th RCT.
     Massive is no understatement when you are talk-
ing about the war-fighting power of a unit of over 
4,000 Soldiers. That is at least one, sometimes mul-
tiple weapons per-Soldier cycling through each com-
pany’s arms room, expected to be returned to nearly 
pristine condition after a year of heavy wear-and-tear. 
Over 1,000 radios and their accompanying equipment, 
cleaned and fixed. Humvees that have sat through at 

least four seasons without use 
need to be ready quickly to move 
incoming troops out to the ranges 
that will be vital to their success 
during the next deployment. This 
is just the field level.

     Besides this equipment there is a whole other cat-
egory of equipment that needs to be shipped across the 
country. Both the national and field level categories of 
equipment reset would be impossible without the aid 
of independent contracting firms that specialize in just 
this type of work.
     “The idea is for us to get back the same stuff we 
turned in,” said Staff Sgt. Jody Connet, noncommis-
sioned officer in charge of supply, Headquarters and 
Headquarters Company, 506th RCT. “It’s basically ev-
ery piece of equipment we have.”
     This creates an obvious problem for unit’s that are 
waiting to get training back underway.
     “For the period that the equipment is being reset, 
it is not available to our units,” said Koprowski. “So 
it’s important that it get done quickly and efficiently so 
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Photo by Pfc. Paul David Ondik, 506th RCT Public Affairs
Spc. Kevin Ferguson, infantryman, HHC, 506th RCT, grabs his weapon to work on his optics 
system and for general cleaning. Most individual equipment is reset at the company level.

“The idea is for us to get back the same stuff that we turned in.”
--Staff Sgt. Jody Connett

our units can get it back. So we can use it 
to train for our next mission, whatever that 
may be.”
     One of the greatest challenges of the 
reset period is dealing with an equipment 
overhaul that is by necessity paired with a 
personnel overhaul. While the unit hopes to 
get back almost all of the same equipment, 
the Soldiers that comprise the brigade will 
almost all be replaced.
    This presents a unique problem for the 
troops directly involved in the reset pro-
cess.
“It can be hard to deal with the new Sol-
diers coming in. They have to adjust to the 
way we’re doing things,” said Spc. Enrique 
Chambers, supply specialist with the 801st 
Brigade Support Battalion, 506th RCT.

Photo by Pfc. Paul David Ondik, 506th RCT Public Affairs
Craig Rohde, a civilian contractor, works to update cli-
mate control at a 506th RCT warehouse.
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story by Pfc. Paul David Ondik,
506th RCT PAO

1-61 CAV Soldiers honor the memory 
of fallen comrade at his school.

oldiers from 1st Squadron, 61st Cavalry Regi-
ment, 506th Regimental Combat Team traveled to 
Cleveland, Tenn. February 13, to present plaques 

to the grade school and elementary school of one of 
their fallen comrades.
     Sgt. David Weir lost his life this past September in 
Baghdad, in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
     Eight troops from Weirs unit attended the event to 
pay continuing respect to the man who served with them 
as a .50 cal. Gunner in one of the most dangerous areas 
in the world. Also attending the event were the mayors 
of Cleveland and Bradley County, as well as members 
of Weir’s family.
     Weir’s brother, Chris remarked about the bond be-
tween those who knew his brother.
     “It’s unique, it’s almost indescribable, it’s a rela-
tionship and it’s a connection that you have with some-
one that’s just not like any other connection you’ll ever 

2-506th IN trains in spite of reset
story by Spc. Alex Cook, 
506th RCT PAO
     Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion, 506th Infantry Regi-
ment, has begun training for future deployments, de-
spite much of their equipment still being in reset phase 
after their return from Iraq.
     On March 13, the company qualified on their M-4 
rifles, with only four weapons for the entire company 
to share.  On March 9, they fired their M-40 machine 
guns.  They couldn’t train on their M-249 machine 
guns, which were being cleaned.  The company contin-
ues to train, despite necessary equipment shortages as 
their weapons are cleaned and repaired.
     “The training is coming fast and furious,” said Sgt. 
1st Class Landon Rankor, platoon sergeant for 2nd pla-
toon, Bravo Company.  “We’re short on equipment, 
but the intent is to get everyone zeroed and qualified as 
soon as possible.”
     Bravo Company is making the best of the 

13

S
have. It’s an instant bond that forms between us,” said 
Weir. “So it’s almost like I’ve got more brothers now 
and I’m getting to meet more of my brothers, so it’s 
pretty neat.”
     Weir’s father, Lynn, felt the same.
     “These guys are just like family. I know that’s a 
cliché, but these guys were brothers. Still are,” said Mr. 
Weir.
     Bob Taylor, the county schools director, said that 
though there may be differences of opinion in the com-
munity about the war in Iraq, all of the people were 
united in their respect for the individual and collective 
contribution the troops in uniform make for the cause 
of freedom.
     The memory of the night Weir was killed is still fresh 
in the mind of 1st Lt. Eric Roles.
     “The night we lost him was the most significant 
firefight we had that year in Iraq,” Roles said. “A lot of 
the guys were on edge. I was pretty scared. He didn’t 
show the least bit of fear, he stayed there in the turret 

equipment shortages, and Rankor knows his Soldiers 
will soon have the weapons and equipment they need.
     “It’s like when the brigade was being stood up and 
we didn’t have anything,” said Rankor.  “We’ve got 
more M-4 zero and qualification ranges coming up, and 
we’re doing land navigation [training].”
     Spc. Scott Moore, the senior medic for Bravo Com-
pany, has been on his share of ranges.
     “There’s a lot of ranges going on, and we divide med-
ical coverage up between three medics,” said Moore. 
“We pull together to get it all done.”
     Moore said that for him, as well as his fellow medics, 
much of their training is done on their own.
     “We train in our spare time,” said Moore “I read up 
on new techniques and procedures so I always know 
what to do.”
     Bravo Company continues to train and eagerly awaits 
the return of its equipment.



Sgt. 
Dennis 
Latz
Delta
Company 
FSC, 
1-61 CAV

Who will win the NCAA 
tournament?

Spc. 
Crystal 
Spears

Spc. 
Lemuel 
Ross
Echo 
Company, 
2-506th IN

Sgt. 1st 
Class Trevor 
Graham

Charlie 
Company, 
801st BSB

HHC, 
506th RCT

“Ohio State.  I have to go with Greg Oden 
because he’s from Indiana and I’m from 
Indiana.”

“I’m going with Kentucky because my uncle 
coaches football here.”

Answer Key

Currahee Word Search

“Texas.  I’ve seen Durant play.  Durant has 
a good game to him.  He can create his own 
shots.  He’s good off the ball and on the 
ball.”

“I’m going for the Nebraska Cornhuskers. 
If you’re from Nebraska, you’re raised to 
play for the Huskers.  If you don’t, you’re a 
failure.  That’s why I left.”

14Editor’s note: Nebraska was not invited 
to the NCAA Tournament, or the NIT...






