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Fisherman to Soldier
Standing at the edge of Lake Milford in
Kansas, with a fishing pole in hand all set to cast,
Adam Ruetten cannot imagine any other way
to spend his free time. Marveling at the water,
he takes in the sound of the gentle wind rustling
the leaves on nearby trees. The smell of the lake
lingers in the air. It has been over a year since he
has been able to enjoy the calm and quiet stillness
of the water. The pure sound of nature. On May
9, 2008, only two days earlier, he was in Iraq
fighting in a war.
These days Ruetten is a junior majoring
in education at the University of Wisconsin
Oshkosh. Ruetten still remembers the hard days
and nights in the Middle East desert when he was
deployed to Iraq for 15 months. In the Iraqi city
of Kirkuk, he was filled with uneasiness and the
sounds of rockets and car bombs going off in the
distance.
Ruetten, youngest of three, lived with his
dad and step-mom growing up in Markesan, Wis.,
a small town of about 1,500 people. It is a farming
community with not much to do. Ruetten was

known to do his own thing in high school, not one
to follow whatever “in” crowd at the moment. He
worked three jobs and spent a lot of his time with
his best buds, guys he still rooms with to this day.
We always hung out and we weren’t the
drinking crowd or anything like that. I also did
like a lot of hunting and fishing. Just small town
country boy stuff basically. I read a lot of books
which was kinda funny. I always had my nose in a
book. My dad use to call me bookworm. I’m like a
smart hick. I like Tom Clancy.
During his senior year of high school he
would sit in class reading, not paying full attention
because he knew he was getting ready for the
Army. Ruetten wanted to get out of his hometown
and wanted to go on an adventure. He saw the
Army as his way out of his small town rut. He
didn’t see himself going to college right out of
With that plan in mind, before he turned
18, Ruetten told his father he wanted to join
the army and needed him to sign the enlistment
papers. The talk didn’t go well.

Ruetten’s vest and .50-caliber weapon in May 2008.

high school. He also didn’t want his dad to pay
his way through college because he knew how
hard he worked for his money as a self-employed
handyman. The Army will pay for his college
education after his service.
With that plan in mind, before he turned 18,
Ruetten told his father he wanted to join the Army
and needed him to sign the enlistment papers. The
talk didn’t go well. His father said, “You’re just
going to get killed in Iraq,” and then ignored him
for three weeks, hoping that his youngest would
come to his senses. But Ruetten outlasted his
father’s silent treatment. His father relented and
signed the papers.

mom and hold your hand through the whole thing.
Then they send you off to your unit, your actual
unit, and that’s more like a fraternity at that point.
They show you the ropes of what your job is. It’s
all very mission-specific training. For me a lot of
mounted and dismounted patrolling techniques,
like how to handle prisoners of war, how to
do house-to-house clearing and urban combat
training because we are always in cities. Also how
to react to IEDs and very specific threats, which
were called combat drills. Just had to learn to the
point where you can do it as a team.

Ruetten went to basic training in July 2005
at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri. He did a lot of
convoy training, which consisted of learning how
to drive in a military vehicle and group form and
to react to particular threats. The training lasted six
months.

Ruetten was deployed to Iraq from February
2007 to May 2008. On the long flight to Iraq
Ruetten tried to sleep but he couldn’t. All he could
think about was the music he was listening to.
“Don’t Fear the Reaper” by Blue Oyster Cult and
its lyrics: All our times have come Here, but now
there, gone Seasons don’t fear the reaper Nor do
the wind, the sun or the rain. He found that song
two days before leaving for war and thought the
lyrics were fitting.

That’s highly rigid like TV-style military
training where drill sergeants are basically your

I landed in Kuwait City at night. Looked
like any other city. Could smell the Persian Gulf

Training for War

Ruetten sat in this turret of a Humvee,
with this array of weapons.

when we got there. Smelled kind of good. We got
on buses that had blacked out windows and went
to Camp Buehring in Kuwait. We all got to go eat
chow because we were all pretty hungry. We were
made to stay up for another 8 hours because of the
time change difference. Then we all got to sleep
in these giant tents that were made of plastic that
looked like farmers’ greenhouses. When we woke
up it was daylight in Kuwait with white sand. It
looked surreal. It was very hot.

Dangers of Working
As a member of the Military Police
Company, he was with a small unit attached to
several divisions. Ruetten was under the 89th
Military Police Brigade, 97th Military Police
Battalion, 977th Military Police Company, 3rd
Platoon and 2nd Squad Charlie Team. As a lead
vehicle gunner he had to stand with the top of
There was a couple times I was talking to
friends and family on the phone that a rocket
would come in and explode. They would be like,
‘What was that?’ I’d say, ‘Oh nothing, don’t
worry about that it happens all the time.’

his body exposed to the elements in an M1114
Up-Armored Humvee. Despite having multiple
weapons within an arm’s reach, he found out
that simply standing can be just as dangerous as
anything else in war.
Half my body was sticking out of the truck
all the time. The safest part of my body were
my feet because it was behind several inches of
armor. The shields around the turret were only
3/8-inch steel, which an armor piercing 7.62
mm round could go right though. Other than my
body armor that was it. I was exposed to fire and
fragments too. One kid hit me in the head with a
rock. That pissed me off. I almost shot him. It was
kinda funny. I thought he was throwing a grenade
at me.
Another time we were going through an
alley and the Iraqis had Internet and everything.
Instead of burying the cables they strung them up.
Unfortunately for me it was right at neck height
when I was standing in the truck going through
an alley. I had my head turned to the side and
when I turned around it was right at my throat.
It gave me a bloody nose and almost ripped my
helmet off.

Ruetten convoy training in Kuwait.

Thinking about Home
Dangers of the war, such as rockets
exploding nearby, started to become the new
normal for Ruetten. He stopped flinching at the
sounds because the explosions occurred all the
time. There were times when it seemed nothing
different was happening.
I think one time I waited like two months to
call home because there was just no change at
all. I called my dad and he was out ice fishing.
He answered the phone and he was like, ‘Hello.’
I was like, ‘Hey how’s it going?’ He’s like, ‘Good,
who is this?’ I was like, ‘It’s your son, you idiot.’
He said, ‘Well, you never call anymore.’
There was a couple times I was talking to
friends and family on the phone that a rocket
would come in and explode. They would be like,
‘What was that?’ I’d say, ‘Oh nothing, don’t
worry about that it happens all the time.’
I had a rocket go right over my head. I
thought I was going to die that day. I was sitting
next to a guy name Smith, of all names, Jenkins
and Moyer. We were all just shooting the shit and
all the sudden we heard the pop of it launch. Me

and Smith just dove on the ground and basically
hugged each other. It was like a movie moment.
I just stopped, plugged my ears and opened my
mouth because I heard it alleviates the pressure.
It turned out to be a dud, It landed in the parking
lot 60 yards away. But it flew 10 feet over our
heads. When we got out we laughed. l laid flat on
the ground. I had jelly legs.
I often thought about going home while I
was in Iraq. I got homesick, but I figured out how
to keep from dwelling on it too much because I
had to pay attention while I was outside the wire
and patrolling around the city. As corny as it
may sound to someone who never has lived in a
dangerous area, you’ve got to focus 100 percent
of your attention on what you’re doing when you
go into another person’s country with a gun.

Adjusting To Home
When Ruetten returned home in May 2008,
the first thing he did was he went to Milford
Lake, a place where he loved to fish. He looked
like any other fisherman there at the lake that
day. But what many didn’t know is that he was
learning how to adjust back to his life the way it

was before he went to basic training. Common
everyday things like sleeping or driving a car
was something he had to become accustom
to again. Even the crashing, rumbling and
intensiveness of a thunderstorm had Ruetten
taking cover. He no longer has to patrol the road
he drives down, but he still does. It’s second
nature for him to look for possible threats in
dark alleys.

I walked away with more questions than
answers. I do know that I will never again take a
job that involves politics or international affairs
because, quite frankly, I don’t want to ever get
involved in that kind of nonsense ever again. I
am glad that I never had to pull the trigger and
take someone’s life. I always hated seeing the
sadness in the eyes of the people I know that did
kill others. It really is a sad sight to see.

You don’t realize how institutionalized you
become until you leave the institution. Nobody’s
here to tell you what to do. So I guess I’ll go do
my own thing. It was funny getting used to not
having to very formal instructions or very clearcut instructions.

Adam Ruetten is scheduled to graduate
from UW Oshkosh in May 2015 with a degree in
education.

I got back in May 2008. May and June are
super thunderstorm months in Kansas. Great
Plains storms are pretty spectacular and much
more magnified compared to here in Wisconsin.
They get a lot bigger and a lot louder. Many
times I would wake up on the floor because I
thought a car bomb had just gone off because
the thunderstorms were that loud. One time the
lightning hit a tree right next to my barracks and
I thought for sure someone’s car blew up.
I did have a couple times where I was
driving down the road and stopped because I
saw some garbage on the side of the road and
thought it might be a bomb.

Back to School
Ruetten decided college would be his
next step in life after leaving the Army. He
enrolled at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh
in September 2010. The Army gave him this
chance to grow in a different way. However, he
is still mulling over the lessons learned from his
time in the Army.
I don’t know exactly what I got out of the
experience. It was all a very confusing mess
for the most part because I never did find a
definitive answer about why we were there in the
first place. I could see all around me the fraud,
waste and abuse that was going on and quite
frankly it pissed me off. It all seems like such a
joke to me.

Adam Ruetten with student reporter Holly Ivansek.
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