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Left: Ackerman in the back of an up-armored Humvee preparing
for a mission at Camp Liberty in Baghdad, Iraq in July 2007.
Right: Ackerman and platoon member Pfc. Schmidt on top of
an up-armored vehicle prior to a mission at Camp Liberty in
Baghdad, Iraq in May 2007.

International Airport, a rocket slammed into a
FOB (forward operating base) nearby. Ackerman
watched the trail of smoke, exhaust, or whatever,
seep into the sky. Boom. Five minutes later, half
a mile away, 50-caliber trace rounds skipped
off the ground, into the air. Deep, sustained fire.
Clink, clink, clink, clink. Ackerman’s battalion
was mortared four, maybe five times that night.
Welcome to Iraq. Only 14 months, two days left,
not that Ackerman was counting.

I’ll Be There For You
Two mugs filled, froth dangerously close to
the rim. He slides the two beers down the bar.
“I’ll have another, on the rocks,” a customer says.
He prepares another drink, cheerfully chatting
with one of the regulars. The Rembrandts’ “I’ll
Be There for You,” is playing in the background.
It doesn’t matter that John Ackerman used to
know all the words. He’s not thinking about
singing. The song takes him away from the bar,
away from the city of Oshkosh, Wis., and takes
him back four years to the Middle East. To a
Humvee on a dirt road. Ackerman was deployed
in Iraq from February 2007 to April 2008. He is
currently a nursing student at the University of
Wisconsin Oshkosh, but it’s simple reminders
like this that take him back to a time of triumph
and tragedy.
Hearing this song now makes him miss those
times. Miss the rush rolling out the gate into a
day full of raids, gunfire and the unexpected. It’s
difficult to fathom why Ackerman would miss
such things. The date was Feb. 14, 2007 when
Ackerman took his first step onto Iraqi soil. As
he unloaded his gear on the tarmac of Baghdad

When you’re there for 14 months, the
amount of boredom that takes hold, you
don’t have a whole lot of access to new
music. We would find the most off-the-wall
music. We had intercoms in our truck,
intercoms that we used to talk to. I used
to put the microphone up to the speaker of
my iPod and we play either Ricky Martin,
Livin’ la Vida Loca, The Pretenders…we
used to play Gordon Lightfoot, The Wreck
of Edmond Fitzgerald. The songs we played
were corny, but they made us laugh. This
one’s the best, we used to play the Friends
theme song. We’d be rolling down the road
in Iraq on patrol and the Friends theme
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Left: Ackerman with an Iraqi boy during a medical support mission at
Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq in Sept. 2007.
Right: Ackerman prepping before a mission in an up-armored
vehicle at Camp Liberty in Baghdad, Iraq on Nov. 18, 2007.

the siren go off and your heart races a little
bit, but that’s about it. If it does wake you
up, near the end there, I just roll over, if
that. I mean you just stop caring.

song would be playing… “I’ll be there for
you, when the rain starts to pour. I’ll be
there for you, like I’ve been there before.
I’ll be there for you, cause you’re there for
me too.”

From Boy to Man

When you think about mortar and rockets,
until you’ve actually sat there and heard
them whistle over your head, there’s not a
whole lot you can do. You see these videos
of Khe Sanh and guys in Vietnam running
for cover and diving into bunkers. And after
a while, and by while I mean about three
weeks, you just roll over in bed and go back
to sleep. If you’re walking somewhere, you
stop for a sec, listen to make sure you don’t
hear anything, and then just go about your
business… I started to wear earplugs to
sleep because if a rocket or mortar is going
to land on you, it’s indiscriminate. They don’t
target any specific place. They target the
general areas of a forward operating base.
I was in Western Baghdad and when you’re
on the FOB and you’re sitting there, trying
to sleep, sitting in your little tent or trailer,
eventually you just stop caring. You’ll hear

Ackerman was born and raised for five years
in the suburbs of Chicago. He and his older
sister, Sarah, moved with their parents Allen and
Patricia to Oshkosh when his dad got a job as the
athletic director at UW Oshkosh. Mom worked
in the University’s Reading Studies Center. Some
kids find their calling when they pick out a toy
when they are toddlers. For Ackerman, it was
everything typical of little boys. GI Joes were
OK, but his parents nixed toy guns. But little boys
We’d be rolling down the road in Iraq
on patrol and the “Friends” theme
song would be playing…I’ll be there
for you, when the rain starts to pour.
I’ll be there for you, like I’ve been
there before. I’ll be there for you,
cause you’re there for me too.
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Left: Ackerman meeting with local teenagers outside
of an Iraqi market at Mansour District in Baghdad,
Iraq on Jan. 28, 2007.
Right: Ackerman at the Iraqi Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier in the International Zone in Baghdad, Iraq
on July 28, 2007.

In order to enlist at that age- I was 17- my
father actually signed me into the program.
He gave, I guess, the permission, the
consent, to actually sign me in, and that
put me into a six-year contract. Originally
I was pretty set on joining the infantry.
When I transferred to active duty I decided
I wanted to do something a little more
than infantry. I am sure part of it is the
medical issues I saw my mom go through
that influenced me to make that decision.
Also being a male medic, you understand
that you are going to get a taste of both
worlds: a clinical setting and the field, or
combat medic role as some people would
like to say. I knew what I was getting into
and I wanted that adventure, along with the
medical skill set to be able to help people.

with strong will and imaginations know how to
turn their fingers and thumbs into guns before
they start having crushes. Ackerman was no
different. Even as a toddler, his parents later told
him, he’d turn anything into a firearm, including
his blanket. He knew in his heart of hearts that
he’d be a police officer or in the armed forces.
The armed forces it would be, but not
the infantry like young Ackerman might
have thought. Combat might have been in his
imagination or in his blood – with military
lineage tracing back to the Revolutionary, Civil
and World wars – but reality threw him off
course. When Ackerman was 16, his mom was
diagnosed with lung cancer. She died on Nov. 24,
2002. His mother had devoted 20 years of her
life to public education. She knew of her only
son’s intentions to join the military, but would
have rather seen him graduate from college and
go on to some safe profession than risk his life in
a war zone. However, school wasn’t a priority in
Ackerman’s life at the time during what he would
call a small rebellion phase of his teenage years.
He enlisted to be a (68W) Health Care Specialist
- a Combat Medic.

When deployment time rolled around,
my family was apprehensive for obvious
I knew what I was getting into and I
wanted that adventure, along with the
medical skill set to be able to help people.
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Left: A photograph of a drawing taken from
an elementary school at Mansour District in
Baghdad, Iraq on March 13, 2008. The drawing
shows a car bomb blowing up a building. Many
pictures were observed with similar themes on the
walls of the school.
Right: Remnants of a car bomb at an Iraqi Army
checkpoint at Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq in
June 2007.

reasons. Iraq at the time was literally in
flames and my job would place me directly
into difficult situations. My family and
friends also understood that, regardless
of an individual’s stand on the war, I was
being sent to serve the country’s interests.

was deployed to Western Baghdad. No matter
how many honors, how much training, how many
scenarios rehearsed, nothing could prepare him
for his first time “outside the wire.”
Within his first two months in Iraq,
Ackerman’s battalion commander, Lt. Col. Greg
Gadson, was thrown 30 feet after two 122mm
artillery shells blew up underneath Gadson’s
Humvee seat. Boom. Someone like Ackerman
saved his life, but not his legs. A few months
later, insurgents hid 500 pounds of homemade
explosives in a sewer. The explosion tore a hole
into a 25-ton personnel carrier, directly across
from Ackerman’s Humvee. Boom. Five soldiers
and one translator died in the explosion. The
attack took place in Al-A’amiriya, one of the
worst parts of Baghdad, an area that coalition
forces pass by every day.

There is no doubt in my mind that 9/11 was
a major factor in my enlistment. I remember
watching people jump from the Towers and
feeling a sense of outrage. I felt it was my
moral obligation, being an able-bodied
individual, to settle the score so to speak. I
was angry. I was young. I was 16 years old.
Obviously if you’re patriotic and you see
somebody do that to your country, you take
it seriously and you want to be able to hit
them back.

No Longer Child’s Play

My first mission exposed me to a bound,
executed Iraqi man lying on a side street.
My second, a suicide car bomber at an Iraqi
checkpoint. From the start, I understood
that combat medicine is a rewarding and
challenging field to be involved with.
Training prepares you, but until you’re

After high school graduation in 2005,
Ackerman earned the Distinguished Honor
Graduate status at the Fort Sam Houston School
of Combat Medicine. After a year training as
a platoon medic on the 4th Infantry Brigade
Combat Team, 1st Infantry Division, Ackerman
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Ackerman taking a knee on foot patrol at Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq on Jan. 22, 2008.
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Left: The floor of Yarmouk Hospital morgue at Mansour District
in Baghdad, Iraq on March 29, 2008.
Center: A photo taken in the Yarmouk Hospital emergency room
after a car bombing involving multiple dead and wounded at
Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq on June 19, 2007.
Right: Ackerman tends to an Iraqi man seeking medical help at
Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq in October 2008.

involved with it, you never really understand
the gravity of the mission. Prior to
deployment, I did a number of ER rotations
in large civilian trauma centers, including
Kansas City, Missouri and San Antonio,
Texas. I understood what traumatic injuries
looked like. I had seen gunshot wounds
before. I had seen severe car accidents. I
had seen dead people before. But it doesn’t
prepare you for seeing a 14-year-old kid shot
up with an AK.

The Eyes of War
For the first four months, every day was
spent on patrol, four or five hours on foot or in
a Humvee, to establish a presence in the city.
Given a tip, Ackerman’s unit would knock down
a door, raid the house and make arrests to clean
the streets up a bit. After these four months,
Ackerman was transferred to a Civil Military
Operations unit. Their challenge: win hearts and
minds. Some days started at 6:30 a.m., others at
2 a.m., loading trucks, pulling ammo. Next order
of business was to go over battle drills, practice
what to do if the truck flipped, or if insurgents
start firing or if the truck hits an IED. A 20-minute
briefing and finally the rollout into the city.

We set up this place called JSS [Joint
Security Station] Torch. Basically we took
a three-story building and fortified it with
machine gun posts, towers, surrounded the
whole thing with big blast walls and then
basically parked an armor personnel carrier
as a gate, and that’s where we would go and
spend time. We would also live and work
with the Iraqi army and the Iraqi police. The
other thing we did was keep a QRF [Quick
Response Force] out there, and if something
were to come up – if patrol would be hit, if
an incident happened, they could respond
within two to three minutes and be on scene.

It wasn’t always the living that Ackerman
had to tend to. Near-daily stops at Baghdad’s
Yarmouk Hospital morgue exposed him to a fair
share of corpses. Piles. Blood streaked the walls,
I had seen severe car accidents. I had
seen dead people before. But it doesn’t
prepare you for seeing a 14-year-old kid
shot up with an AK.
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Ackerman holding an AK-47 found during a raid on
a weapons cache at Mansour District in Baghdad,
Iraq in July 2007.

and helped train the Iraqi Army. I also
spent vast amounts of time treating the
local population for injury and illness, all
in hopes of improving the coalition’s image
to the populace.

syringes covered the floor. He was no longer
fazed to learn that patients were operated on
without anesthetic or died from shock due to a
lack of IV fluid. Corrupt politicians or hospital
staff often pocketed the money from the Ministry
of Health instead of purchasing supplies. But
Ackerman’s role wasn’t to deal with that. His job,
although grisly, hopefully gave closure to some
families. Right before he stepped into the morgue,
Ackerman reached for his gas mask.

The thing about Civil Affairs is you
can’t function properly without
meeting people face to face, something
that can’t be done through a ½-inch of
armor plating.

Only newly arrived corpses were thrown
into the two refrigerated rooms, in hopes
that families would arrive soon to claim
them. Bodies in the other three rooms were
left to decompose because there wasn’t
enough money to refrigerate all of them.
The thing about Civil Affairs is you can’t
function properly without meeting people
face to face, something that can’t be done
through a ½-inch of armor plating. Much
of our time was spent on foot patrols and
assessing local infrastructure. We helped
rebuild schools, broadcasted messages
denouncing insurgents on truck-mounted
loudspeakers, arrested suspected terrorists

The purpose of these visits to the morgue
was to catalog and maintain records of
whatever information, fingerprints, iris
scans and descriptions of those arriving,
along with photographing faces and
identifiable features in hopes we could
aid in improving the facility and returning
the deceased to their families. We had this
thing called a digital iris scanner and it
works for people that are alive and for
people that dead. Your iris, it’s like a digital
fingerprint. So if somebody has passed, we
would have to take pictures of their eyes.
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Left. Ackerman and another soldier pulling security
during a raid on a suspected weapons cache at
Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq on Jan. 2, 2007.
Right. Ackerman with his Battalion Physician’s
Assistant during a Medical Civil Affairs Program
mission to assist impoverished locals with basic
medical care at Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq
on Feb. 21, 2008.

to be your last. I just remember having to
basically just take one step. You know, step
by step walking back onto that airplane,
because every ounce of my sanity and soul
wanted to definitely not get back on that
plane.

We would have to hold their eyes open and
take a picture of their eyes. This experience
in the morgue no doubt defined my time
in Iraq.

A Taste of Home
For Ackerman, the morgue visits weren’t
the hardest part of the war. The hardest part was
going home for a visit, knowing that break was
only that, a break. Ackerman had been in Iraq
for eight months when he got to go home for 18
days before flying back for another six months.
That 18-day break was a chance to relax. To get
away from the rockets, bombs and mortars. To
forget about Oct. 25, when his unit got mortared
a record 19 times in one night. That night was
pretty rough. Being mortared on that night wasn’t
how Ackerman pictured he’d celebrate his 21st
birthday.

But once I got back to Iraq, you have guys
depending on you, you don’t sit there and
think about the stuff you did that day, the
things you saw, what you were involved
with. You just do your job. There are times
to decompress, but if you let it eat on you,
you just go nuts. You learn ways to deal
with it. We would go back to our FOB, grab
dinner, eat with the platoon sometimes,
and then we would go take a shower, try
to unwind. We would have a little TV there
and a PlayStation, so we would play Call of
Duty usually until 9 at night. And then we
would go to bed and repeat.

In that airport terminal, getting back on
the plane, heading back to Iraq and having
my dad there with me; that was probably
the most difficult time that I can remember.
Going back into the environment where
you’re not sure if this goodbye is going

For Love of Man and Country
When Ackerman left Iraq for good in
April 2008, he came home with four Army
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Ackerman with a Civil Affairs team putting together food
rations for delivery to the Iraqi locals at Joint Security Station
Torch, Mansour District in Baghdad, Iraq on Feb. 20, 2008.

U.S. Army, he participated in a field medicine
exercise. He and the others ran through scenarios
that he had experienced first-hand—placing IV’s,
calling Medivacs.

Achievement medals and three Army
Commendation medals. He reached “Sergeant
(E-5)” in three years, an above-average
accomplishment in the military.

One of the senior instructors was watching
me work on a simulated casualty. This
instructor said, “The good ones always
leave.” That really stuck with me because
I knew this guy has seen many, many
medics and many soldiers pass through his
training facility. That was a great exit
for me.

While he may have left the war, the war was
still with him. At first it didn’t bother him. He
could talk about it, think about it. But when the
thoughts and the memories started to eat on him,
wear him down, keep him up at night, he tried to
repress them. He told people it wasn’t too bad.
He saw some pretty bad stuff, but he was here
and still had his arms and legs, not too bad. After
a while though, it seemed the only way to make
the thoughts go away was to make his mind
go away. Alcohol did that for a time. Although
Ackerman has questioned whether going to war
was worth it for his own well being, he doesn’t
doubt what the United States is doing overseas.
Behind all of the guns, mortars and bombs, a
phenomenon is occurring, a phenomenon of
progress amidst the violence.

When I first left the Army, it was a breath of
fresh air. I didn’t think I would ever miss it.
But in six months, I was craving to be back.
I’m not going to sit here and pretend that I
haven’t had difficulties processing what I’ve
experienced and, for a period a time, found
myself drinking for the wrong reasons. I’ve
finally got a handle on it. You know what
gave me comfort? Pictures from over there.
Looking at them for some reason gave me
so much comfort. I’d be halfway in tears,
half in the bag, at home looking at pictures

Ackerman was ready for something different.
He decided to turn towards more clinical-based
medicine. Nearing his official exit from the
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Right after he signed up for the U.S. Army,
Ackerman got a tattoo of a clawed chest
revealing the American flag.

for a family later in life. If you have the
knowledge to do it and you have the
willingness to do it, there are some very
good opportunities. And in the process, you
get to help your country, as well as help
rebuild other countries.

that I brought back from Iraq, things that
most people, if they walked into a room and
saw me looking at war-related imagery,
they’d be horrified.
I can say without a shadow of a doubt
that we significantly improved the lives of
the Iraqi people, and created a climate of
stability within the world by taking some of
extremely evil people off the streets. I would
estimate the number of schools, hospitals,
bridges, water treatment facilities and
other infrastructure we had a significantly
positive impact on numbered in the
hundreds, in just our section of Baghdad
alone. I’m extremely pleased and fortunate
to have been a part of what I believe to be a
noble and justified cause.

John Ackerman is now a second-year nursing
student at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh.
He is scheduled to graduate May 2014.

It’s insane but I do see myself perhaps
going back to Iraq or Afghanistan,
probably more so Afghanistan – in a role
as a government contractor, as a nurse
perhaps, or a medic. If you’re a single
guy or you’re just starting out, you can
set a pretty good foundation for success

Student reporter Angela Piechocki
also contributed to this report.
32

