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Lance Cpl. Joshua Kinney of Sanford is shown while on duty in the Iraq war with the 2nd Division Marines. Kinney, 19, died early Monday just hours before a planned reunion with his mother. 

Joshua Kinney survived the ambushes of Nasiriyah and the assault on Baghdad, but the 19-year-old Marine died Monday when he was thrown from his Jeep Cherokee in Sanford just hours before being reunited with his mother.

Lance Cpl. Kinney, a combat engineer with the 2nd Marine Division, had returned home to Kennebunk during the weekend to visit his brother and sister, and planned to drive on Monday to Eastern Maine Medical Center, where his mother works.

"I hadn't seen him since he got back, and I was so looking forward to it," said his mother, Jane Kinney.  "Then I got the call Monday morning..."

On the Blueberry Plains, a stretch of Route 99 that's notorious for speeding cars, Kinney's Jeep went off the road and crashed into a tree at 3 a.m.  A Kennebunk police officer had clocked the Jeep at 92 mph as it passed him, and he was unable to close on it.

When he got to the accident scene three miles down the road, the officer found the Jeep upside down and two occupants ejected - Kinney and Jared Whelphey, 22.

Whelphey was in critical condition Tuesday at Maine Medical Center in Portland, along with Kayla Tufts, 18.  Both are from Kennebunk, as is Gary Tetrault, 18, who was treated at a local hospital and discharged.

Sanford police continue to investigate the crash, and say that speed and alcohol were likely factors.  Police have not determined who was driving, although family members say there is a good chance it was Kinney because it was his Jeep.

Kinney was thrilled to have participated in the military action, confident that he had done a good job and exhilarated by the friendly reception the Marines had received from the Iraqi people.

But he told friends over the weekend that after the conflict, there were some things he didn't care about any more, his mother said.  She said he told one friend that he felt invincible.

"He came back a changed young man," his mother said.

Kinney fought through a difficult childhood.  His mother raised him on her own, along with his sister and brother.

"He was a tough youngster, but he had a huge heart.  He loved children, he loved animals, he loved his family," Jane Kinney said.  "We just didn't know what direction he was going to go for a while."

Joshua Kinney joined the Marines in November 2001.  He took to his new profession with a passion, and after graduation from boot camp he went to combat engineering school, where he graduated first in his class.  He would receive a rifle sharpshooter badge and two national defense medals.

His older brother, Morgan Kinney, tracked his brother's progress across Iraq with the 2nd Division on television.

"I followed him through Nasiriyah, through the gunfights, through everything," Morgan Kinney said.  "I just hoped and prayed he was all right."

One day, Joshua called from Baghdad and left voice mail.

"He said he was in one piece, that they were liberating the people, and that it made him feel great," Morgan Kinney said.  "That was pretty much his only comment on the war.

"He just loved to help people, loved to be a positive role in anybody's life, and to help so many people at once meant so much to him.  Through all the carnage and the death, and all he had to say about it was how happy he was to have been there."

Joshua's fondest memory of his time in Iraq centered on a young girl he befriended while building a school after the fall of Baghdad, his brother said.  He called her his little angel and checked on her every night, and said goodbye each night in case he didn't see her again.

Joshua Kinney never told his brother that he felt invincible, but Morgan Kinney believes that surviving the war changed him.

"After having driven a Humvee 300 miles to Baghdad, bullets whizzing around his head, destroyed vehicles around him and the death, he probably felt invincible to some extent," Morgan Kinney said. "He probably felt he was pretty much impervious to what civilian life could throw at him."

Jane Kinney said that if her son was drinking and driving and neglected to wear his seat belt, it would have been out of character.

One of the last times she was with her son, just after he bought his immaculate Jeep with the leather interior last fall, he was insistent on wearing his seat belt. A Marine at Camp Lejeune could get into a lot of trouble for being caught driving on base without a seat belt, he told her, and drinking and driving was even more serious.

"It was so refreshing to think, 'I don't have to worry about this young man doing something stupid,' " she said.

Jane Kinney endured several months of uncertainty after her son shipped out Feb. 10. She heard from him once, in Cyprus.  She got a letter from him on the day before the invasion of Iraq, a letter written three weeks earlier that included who to notify if anything happened to him.

What followed were weeks of anxiety, checking the news and wincing at the casualty reports. 

"I would say to myself, 'If I don't see Marines knocking on my door, then I knew he was still alive.’  They notify you in person," she said.

Joshua called a week ago to say he was back in the states and would be in Maine soon to visit. His mother was thrilled and relieved.

A funeral for Kinney is scheduled for 1 p.m. Sunday at the Bibber Memorial Chapel in Kennebunkport. Calling hours are from 6 to 8 p.m. Saturday.
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