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Ironhorse trooper takes Silver Star 
with ounce of humility

By Staff Sgt. Jon Cupp
1st BCT, 1st Cavalry Division Public Affairs

Riding in a Humvee down a dusty road, Sgt. Ken Thomas 
sat in the front passenger seat saying he never in a million years 
thought he would receive a Silver Star Medal while deployed to 
Iraq.

When the Humvee stopped, Thomas, a team leader and 
cavalry scout for Troop C, 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry Regiment, 
1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st Cavalry Division, got out and 
walked from house to house along a road in a neighborhood in 
the Baghdad Gardens area near Taji. Members of his platoon also 
walked with him, as they worked to build relationships with the 
local people and gathered census information.

Thomas was presented the medal during a ceremony at 
Camp Liberty in western Baghdad on Aug. 11, 2007. 

As he waved to an Iraqi man on the street, 
Thomas explained the experience he and his platoon 
had when they were ambushed while they floated 
down the Tigris River near Falahat, Iraq, on Feb. 16, 
2007. Iraqi police accompanied the platoon on the 
patrol boats to keep the waterways clear of possible 
insurgents trafficking weapons, Thomas said.

Thomas was in the second boat and his platoon 
leader was in the first boat, two other boats not far 
behind. Not too far down the river, the Soldiers and 
Iraqi police found themselves sailing through a hail 
of bullets. 

“People were lining the banks to shoot at us. 
At first, we were just suppressing fire, but once we 
started fixing on where everyone was, we started 
picking targets,” he said “We were in a complex 
linear ambush. The enemy was taking advantage of 
the terrain, and we were vastly outnumbered. We 
were pretty sure we were going to die.”

Once the heavy fire began, Thomas’s platoon 
leader, 1st Lt. John Dolan, ordered the boats to turn 
around. By that time, however, it was too late.

“After the firing started, we saw the first boat, 
the lieutenant’s, get hit and saw them crash into an island,” 
Thomas said. “Then we hit a sandbar and our boat got stuck, so 
we were like sitting ducks.We were getting hit pretty hard and 
there wasn’t much cover in the river.”

The Iraqi police on the boat were stuck, pinned down in a 
corner of the boat by the heavy fire. So Thomas, taking action, 
manned the boat’s PKC heavy machine gun and began firing, 
continuing to reload until he ran out of PKC ammunition.

Believing they would most likely die, Thomas and fellow 
Soldiers decided to abandon the boat and float or try to swim to a 
small island, which was harder than it sounded. 

As the Soldiers entered the water, weight lifted from the boat 
and it was freed from the sandbar. The two Iraqi police officers 
decided to take the boat and find another route out.

The Iraqi police saw no safe way to make it out of the area, 
so they pulled the boat around to the east side of the island. Then, 
the Soldiers got back on the boat and they were able to take it to a 
riverbank where they planned to get away, jumping a fence. 

There was just one obstacle — downed power lines were 
running across the fence and sparks were flying. 

Thomas ran back under fire and cut a hole in the fence 
using wire cutters, all the while receiving small jolts of electric-
ity. While his fellow scouts made their way through the fence, 
Thomas pulled security and then crawled through himself. 

Once they made it through the fence, they ran to a house 
where there was better cover and continued engaging the enemy 
until helicopters from the 1st Air Cavalry Brigade, 1st Cavalry 

Photo by Staff Sgt. Jon Cupp, 1st BCT, 1st Cavalry Division Public Affairs
Sgt. Ken Thomas, right, a team leader with Troop C, 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry 
Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st Cavalry Division, talks with local Iraqi 
residents near Taji, Iraq, during an Oct. 6, 2007, foot patrol. Thomas received the 
Silver Star Medal for his actions during an enemy ambush in February 2007. 

Division, arrived on the scene to evacuate the Soldiers and Iraqi 
Police. 

The crew in the first boat, including Dolan, the platoon 
leader, had fought its way to a clearing where Dolan, who was 
wounded, had called in the air assets. 

The ambush lasted for a little over two hours, Thomas said. 
Dolan and two Iraqi police officers were the only wounded. An 
Iraqi police officer in Dolan’s boat later died from wounds re-
ceived in the ambush. Twenty-two enemy fighters were killed in 
the engagement, while more than 50 were wounded. No Soldiers 
were killed in the ambush.


