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FROM THE ARCHIVES: 4 agents killed in raid at Branch
Davidian compound

Editor’s note: This article from reporters Jim Phillips, Zeke MacCormack and Miguel M.

Salinas originally ran on the front page of the Austin American-Statesman on March 1,

1993, the day after the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms descended on

the Branch Davidians’ compound outside Waco, unintentionally sparking a gun battle

and starting a 51-day standoff.

WACO — About 150 federal agents trying to storm the forti�ed headquarters of a

religious sect were met Sunday with a hail of gun�re that left four agents dead and 15

wounded. Two cult members were reported dead, including a 2-year-old child.
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A tense standoff between re-enforced law of�cers and an estimated 75 members of the

Christian sect lasted into the night Sunday, with bursts of gun�re throughout the day.

The bloodiest confrontation in the history of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and

Firearms was sparked on Sunday morning, when agents tried to arrest the leader of the

Branch Davidians sect at a compound 10 miles east of Waco. Agents also were trying

to execute a search warrant for guns and explosives.

“They knew we were coming,” said bureau agent Ted Royster. “I cannot tell you what

went wrong. It appeared as though they were waiting for us.”
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“There are reports of something happening today that was unforeseeable,” said Jack

Killorin, an ATF spokesman in Washington. “We have had undercover contact with

members of the group … that a phone call from outside the compound warned them we

were on the way just at the most critical moment in the raid.
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“All we know is that the call came in as we were preparing to move into the compound

and that all hell broke loose after that.”

Cult leader David Koresh, who said he was wounded in the initial gun�ght, also told

CNN that the group knew the raid was imminent.

Koresh, who has claimed to be Christ and has led the 60-year-old cult since the mid-

1980s, remained with his supporters inside the compound. Koresh, formerly known as

Vernon Howell, told CNN on Sunday night that the number of cult members with him at

the headquarters far exceeded the federal estimate of 75.

The gunbattle began at 9:30 a.m., when ATF agents and other law of�cers approached

the compound by hiding in a gooseneck livestock trailer. Three National Guard

helicopters, brought from their base at Robert Mueller Municipal Airport, also

participated in the raid, but all were disabled by gun�re, Guard of�cials said.
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“At �rst it sounded like hail, then we realized it was gun�re,” said Royster, who rode in

one of the helicopters.

John McLemore, a television reporter who witnessed the assault, said, “It sounded like a

war zone. People were being hit, you could hear people screaming with the agony, the

pain of it.”

The raid, which agents said had been planned and rehearsed for months, began the

morning after the Waco Tribune-Herald began running a lengthy series on the cult. The

newspaper said it had been investigating the Branch Davidians for eight months.

Newspaper reporters and television crews were on the scene when the gun�re began,

and video of the battle was replayed nationwide.

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

After 45 minutes of automatic weapons �re, a truce was reached and the dead and

injured agents were taken to area hospitals. There were sporadic exchanges of �re

throughout the day.

After darkness fell, three cult members rushed from the compound, shooting resumed

and one member of the sect was killed and another captured, agents said. A third,

apparently wounded, retreated into the house.

An ATF spokesman said the agents were trying to arrest Koresh on charges of illegal

possession of automatic �rearms and explosive devices. The agents also had a warrant

to search for assault ri�es, machine guns, grenades and parts of explosive devices.

Of�cials said the raid had been carefully timed to coincide with Sunday chores.
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“We knew that they would be in their church all day Saturday because that is how they

practice their religion,” Killorin said. “We planned on hitting them early Sunday morning

because that was the time the men traditionally left the main building in the compound

to do their chores.”

The wounded were taken from the compound in ambulances, helicopters and news

media vehicles that were at the scene. Two agents were pronounced dead upon arrival

at Hillcrest Baptist Medical Center. Another agent died later at the hospital and another

was taken to Providence Hospital, where he died.

Security at both hospitals, which were treating the wounded agents, was stepped up,

with police guarding the entrances and the rooms where wounded agents lay.

Marsha Jepson, a spokeswoman for Hillcrest Baptist Medical Center, said that of the

seven agents, six had gunshot wounds and one had broken bones. Two of the seven

were listed as in serious but stable condition and �ve were listed as stable.
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Bruce Eady, hospital vice president, said a lot of the injuries were “large tissue injuries.”

Many of the agents had “big chunks taken away from their shoulder or leg or arm like it

must have been (caused by) a machine gun,” Eady said. “The problem with these people

was they were trapped for a while by gun�re and had blood loss and decreased body

temperatures.”

Eady said Ken Ethridge, a doctor who operated on several agents, described their

prognosis for survival as good.

“To my knowledge … this is the largest loss sustained in one (ATF) operation,” Royster

said. “We had our plan down, we had our diversion down, and they were waiting.”
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Royster said at a news conference that the compound, which is several stories high and

includes a watchtower, has little electricity, no running water and no indoor plumbing.

He also said there apparently are underground passages built into the compound.

In a rambling interview with CNN, Koresh said, “They �red on us �rst. I knew that they

were coming.”

He admitted his religious sect was heavily armed. Asked how heavily, he replied, “Well,

that’s the thing that we don’t want anybody to have to know.”

Koresh said he was injured in the gunbattle and said a 2-year-old child was killed.
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“And so what happened was I fell back against the door and the bullets started coming

through the door,” Koresh said. “Some of the men started �ring on them… . I was already

hollering `Go away, there’s women and children here, let’s talk.’ “

Koresh said he had offered to send two children out of the compound each time radio

stations played a message from him. By late Sunday, six children had been released.

The Branch Davidian cult had been under surveillance for eight months, federal of�cials

said. The Tribune-Herald reported that there have been allegations of child abuse by

members of the sect, and said Koresh has about 15 wives and numerous children.

The sect, which moved to the Waco headquarters in 1935 after splintering from the

Seventh-day Adventist Church, was involved in another shootout in 1987. That battle

between rival factions of the group led to charges of attempted murder against Koresh

and seven others. The trial of Koresh, then known as Howell, resulted in a mistrial, and

the charge was dismissed. The other seven were acquitted.
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Sunday’s deadly battle was the latest in a series of confrontations between federal

agents and extremist groups.

“The past decade or so has been spotted by gunbattles between federal of�cers and

religious cults or right-wing, Nazi groups,” Killorin said, “all with a leader who purports

to be in touch with a godhead and says Armageddon is around the corner and that you

need to take up arms against the undesirables.”

Royster said Sunday’s raid included members of the FBI, the Immigration and

Naturalization Service, the Drug Enforcement Administration, the National Guard, U.S.

Customs, the McLennan County sheriff’s of�ce and the U.S. marshall’s of�ce.

Austin police of�cers joined law of�cers from several federal and local agencies at the

77-acre compound Sunday afternoon, police of�cials said. The Travis County sheriff’s

department also dispatched 16 of�cers to the scene, of�cials said.
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Mike Simpson, technical team leader for the Austin-Travis County Hostage Negotiation

Team, said SWAT teams from Austin, Round Rock, Travis County and the Department of

Public Safety were on their way to Waco late Sunday night.

Lt. Col. Edmond Komandosky, spokesman for the Texas National Guard, said none of the

14 guardsmen from the Austin area who participated in Sunday’s raid was injured.

One of the helicopters �ew some of the ATF of�cers into the compound, while the other

two served as observation units. All three helicopters came from the National Guard’s

aviation unit stationed at Robert Mueller Municipal Airport, he said.

“I think everyone went in with the idea that it was going to be a serious operation,”

Komandosky said.
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An armored personnel carrier from the 1st Squadron, 124th Cavalry in Waco was

requested to help retrieve wounded of�cers from inside the compound around noon

Sunday, he said.

As the standoff continued, agents from around the country were being brought to Waco

to take over for law of�cers who had been at the compound throughout the day, said

Sharon Wheeler, public information of�cer with the Dallas ATF.

“The stress level on something like this is unbelieveable,” said Wheeler, who was visibly

upset.
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“The of�cers are very shook up,” Wheeler said. “A lot of people I know got hurt and

several people I know got killed. It was an awful day… . This is a tragedy.”

Federal Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms agents approach the front door of the Branch Davidian Compound near Waco on Feb. 28,
1993, in an attempt to serve a search warrant. (Photo by Rod Aydelotte/Waco Tribune Herald)
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