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Anderson in the back of a mine-resistant, ambush-protected
vehicle on patrol in Afghanistan.

device, different breathing apparatuses, and
various drugs.

In the Bag
Will Anderson, 27, sports the uniform of most
third-year nursing students—hospital scrubs.
He carries with him a sand-colored military
issued backpack crammed with back-breaking
textbooks. When other students grumble about
lugging the bulky textbooks from class to class,
Anderson smiles quietly. He knows how good he
has it now, because not so long ago, he patrolled
the Afghan desert lugging loads of combat gear
on his back.

The First and Last Beer
In May of 2001, before graduating from
Goodrich High School in Fond du Lac, Wis.,
Anderson enlisted in the U.S. Air Force to be
a computer programmer. A few months later,
his Air Force ambitions came to a halt after he
injured his knee in a work accident at a door
factory. With the military out of the immediate
picture, he enrolled at UW-Fond du Lac, where he
reconnected with a girl named Sarah, someone he
knew in high school and someone who definitely
was not interested in dating a guy that she
regarded as a “project.” But Anderson persisted
and Sarah relented after he showed he was no
longer the “reckless kid” that she knew in high
school. For Anderson, however, the call of the
military still resonated.

I weighed everything on me once. I’m not
a very big guy. If I was out on the ground
with my large bag in the truck it would be
somewhere around 100 or 110 pounds,
which literally doubled my weight.
In the bag, I’d have my vest, my eye
protection, my weapon or two—my 9mm
and my M16. All of that with the body
armor was about 60 pounds. I carried one
pack of medical supplies that usually stayed
in our truck. I carried things like multiple
liters of fluid in case someone was bleeding
out, extra tourniquets, a hand suction

I was just spinning my wheels. I was a
pretty awful kid. I was doing stuff that was
not conducive to living a long life. I made
all of the dumb mistakes you can make as
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Medical staff for the 420th
Engineer Brigade Higher
Headquarters (HHC).

a kid and I knew it wasn’t healthy for me. I
was hoping that the military would provide
me a little discipline that I very badly
needed and I could try on a new hat in the
medical field.

He said, “Back in ‘Nam’, they got the
first beer and they got the last beer.
We always took care of our ‘docs’.”
that respect, the “everything to everybody.”
As a combat medic, you’re the Swiss Army
knife of the army. I was all signed up and
ready to go.

I’ve always had an admiration for combat
medics, but I hadn’t really thought about
it as a job for myself. One of the defining
moments that helped solidify being a medic
in my mind was when I was standing in line
at the recruiting office thinking about what
job I wanted. There was this old grizzled
Vietnam vet standing right in front of me
who was signing back up to join the Army.

In the Army
After enlisting in the U.S. Army in May
2004, Anderson enrolled at UW Oshkosh as a
student in the pre-physician assistant program
before quickly switching his major to nursing.
That winter he left for basic training at Fort Sill
in Lawton, Okla. The U.S. was in the middle of
two wars with no end in sight. Anderson knew he
would get deployed. It was only a matter of time.

He turned and asked what my scores were
on my military aptitude test. I told him.
He said, “Man, if I had scores like that, I
would be a medic.”

I fully expected on being deployed right
after I graduated basic training. Once you
have enlisted, once you have made the
commitment and you have signed it, you
have signed up for whatever comes your
way. There is no point in fighting it. That’s

He said, “Back in ‘Nam’, they got the first
beer and they got the last beer. We always
took care of our ‘docs’.”
That was the moment I decided I wanted
the first beer and the last beer. I wanted
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Left: Anderson with the 420th
medical staff posing for a Christmas
card photo.
Right: Anderson standing guard
outside a civilian hospital in
Afghanistan during a medical
assessment of the facility.

He immediately called his parents to relay
the news. His mother started praying right after
he hung up.

the life that you chose at that particular
moment. It’s your duty. You go because you
have to go, and you go because if you don’t
go, someone else has to.

With their best friends and the county clerk
as witnesses, Anderson and Sarah were married
at the Winnebago County Courthouse on Jan.
4, 2008. Neither told anyone about the speedy
nuptials. They were afraid no one would show up
and they really wanted to have a real wedding,
with cake and the whole shebang. The timing was
just not right.

Two weeks before Christmas 2007, Anderson
was on his way to take an anatomy final exam.
As he was parking his car he received a phone
call from his unit administrator. The news:
deployment to Afghanistan.
I had previously made a promise to my
girlfriend Sarah that if I was getting
deployed, we were going to get married.
I wanted to marry her. We just didn’t have
any money. I was actually saving up money
to buy her a ring next fall. The Army just
sped my plans up. My wife will tell you now
that if it was not for the Army we would
never be married… I was dragging my feet.
But I sat her down on the couch and said,
“I’m getting deployed.”

One month later, the day after the New York
Giants stunned the previously unbeaten New
England Patriots in Super Bowl XLII, Anderson
left for pre-deployment training in New Mexico,
where he met the other soldiers also deploying to
Afghanistan.

Casualty Count
Combat Medic Anderson headed to
Afghanistan May 15, right around the time his
fellow students at UW Oshkosh began their
summer break. His brigade flew from Fort
McCoy in Tomah, Wis., directly to Manas Air
Base in Kyrgyzstan. From there, they spent

The first thing she said was,‘‘We’re getting
married then, right?”
I said, “Yes.”
50

Anderson running in front of vehicles parked on-line at FOB Kushamond in Afghanistan.

two days waiting for a flight to their base in
Afghanistan. Anderson, then 25, had earned
the title: Brigade Emergency Medicine Non
Commission Officer In Charge.

On the ground, laden with more than 60
pounds of combat gear, Anderson looked nothing
like the guy that walked through the hallways at
UW Oshkosh just a few months prior.

My role was to assist in developing
protocols for treatment of casualties,
tracking casualties, where they went
across the country. I helped treat some
of the soldiers in the hospital and I
helped evaluate their status all the way
back to the stateside until eventually
they were released stateside to go back
home. For the most part, it was a job that
required a ridiculous amount
of paperwork.

I carried with me a little purse. The
guys in my group called it a “murse.”
It was the medic purse. It was about 6
by 9 inches that I kept a liter of fluid in,
tourniquet, some different things to stop
bleeding, some burn dressings and things
like that along with my narcotics kit.
That went with me everywhere I went,
including the shower. If we would be
gone for a long time I took another
smaller bag with me. You want to focus
on stopping the bleeding and making sure
the airway stays open. Then you address
everything else.

It is my job to know that you went from
point A to B, from point C to point D.
Along the way I need information on how
a soldier’s condition is at each location.
Your command staff is responsible for
every single soldier. The tracking serves
so we can keep an eye on them and not
lose track of your guys. It was a very
challenging job. It was unlike anything
that I had done before.

That’s Why You Train
He worked in the same unit for 10 months
in eastern Afghanistan. At 10,000 feet above
sea level, the weather conditions were extreme.
Winter was brutal, the summer sun equally
punishing.
51

52

Anderson instructing a student at the Tactical Medical Operations Lane (TMO) at Fort Hunter-Liggett in California on treatment of foreign
national casualties in 2012. (Photo courtesy of the United States Department of Defense.)
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Left: Anderson with another soldier right before heading
outside the wire in Afghanistan.
Right: Anderson outside FOB Sharana in Afghanistan.

I deployed with a unit from Texas and I
don’t think too many of them knew how
to drive in the snow. Me and one of my
buddies from Minnesota were on the snow
and ice removal team. We always joked that
it was because we knew how to shovel and
they didn’t.

The particular challenge was just sitting
there…we still had to convoy back and
keeping your head in the game in that
scenario was pretty difficult. But that’s
why you train.
kind of injury that I could expect based on
mortar round impacting, like things to treat
ruptured eardrums. We were constantly
getting attacked that day.

Anderson rode as a medic on a few missions.
During one mission he was with an escort of
trucks traveling from one base to another. The
trip should have only taken one day. It ended up
taking three.

At the same time, back in Wisconsin,
Anderson’s mother-in-law fell critically ill. She
passed away the first day of the mission.

We were heading out on some pretty
dangerous routes. We traveled from FOB
Sharana to Kushamond, Afghanistan. It got
really dangerous, really fast. Within the first
few hours we found three IEDs and almost
every time it was accompanied with small
arms fire and mortar rounds coming in.
One of the mortar rounds ended up hitting
the trailer that was attached to my vehicle
and literally pushed it up off of the ground.
I saw the explosion. I made sure that my
supplies were easily accessible for the

I ended up finding out about my mother-inlaw at the halfway point of the mission and
it was by accident. It was a fluke.
Someone walked up to the Lieutenant and
said, “Hey, have you seen Sgt. Anderson?
They have an emergency Red Cross
message for him.” I was standing right next
to the Lieutenant.
The cat was out of the bag at that point and
I still hadn’t completed the mission,
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but I had found out my mother-in-law
had passed.

There is no chemo treatment in
Afghanistan and there are no
oncology clinics. We were just trying
to help her out a little.

I couldn’t come home immediately. It was
pretty difficult having to explain to my wife
why I wasn’t going to be home immediately
and why she couldn’t get in contact with
me for four days after her mother had
passed away.

few medical options would seek help from the
Americans.
A 3-year-old Afghani girl had a tumor
behind her eye and it had started to spread.
The tumor had actually pushed her eye out
of her head. There is no chemo treatment
in Afghanistan and there are no oncology
clinics. We were just trying to help her out
a little.

It was difficult having to deal with her
death and having to deal with the loss
that my wife was feeling and not being
able to be there at that moment in time.
The particular challenge was just sitting
there… we still had to convoy back and
keeping your head in the game in that
scenario was pretty difficult. But that’s why
you train.

After we packaged her up a little we just
had to let her go. There’s nothing we could
do to treat her tumor. It’s hard to deal with
stuff like that.

Casualties of War

Soon after, there was a gentleman who
came in to our aid station and a stray
round from an AK-47 ended up going
through his car and struck him in the back
of the head.

Anderson says he was fortunate not to see a
lot of intense casualties among the U.S. soldiers.
However, what sticks in his mind most are the
scenes that unfolded while he was stationed in
the aid station on the base. Local Afghans with
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pretty good compared to others during the
war. Although, some things about being in
Afghanistan grew a bit tiresome.

There are people who have had it far
worse. Especially for the people who were
there in the early parts of the war.

The food was decent, but unless you like
eating California blend vegetables with
cheese sauces twice a day for 10 months,
you might want to think about doing
something else. I love California blend
vegetables, don’t get me wrong, but for 10
months twice a day, it’s a lot of carrots and
cauliflower and broccoli with cheese sauce.

He was brought in to the aid station along
with a few other people who were injured.
He was lying on my table. He was shot in
the head and I checked for the entrance and
exit wound.
The front of his face looked fine. I lifted
his head and as soon as it came off the
pillow his liquid brains started coming
out the back of his head. So, I put his head
back down and said, “Nobody touch this
pillow!”

One of the bases I was at didn’t happen to
have a food shipment in a while. They were
just down to peanut butter and jelly, which
was pretty awesome at the time. There was
another place back on the main base that
had a lot of extravagant foods. Maybe
not extravagant but the everyday basic
American food, but it’s still not quite the
same. A hamburger just doesn’t taste like
a hamburger.

We packaged his head up the best we could
and we kept him alive long enough for his
family to come and pay their respects. It
was terrible that their son was dying, but it
felt good to help people on that level.

There are people who have had it far
worse. Especially for the people who were
there in the early parts of the war.

A Soldier’s Life
Anderson is quick to admit he had it
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When I finally got to the base where I
stayed for most of my deployment, most of
my room had been looted… the mattress
was taken, the wall locker was gone. My
door was gone too. I ended up using some
camo netting and a Wisconsin Badger flag
for my door.

There are things that you do, where every
day for the rest of your life, you will end up
second-guessing what you did.
Days go by where I don’t think about it
and days go by where you think about it all
the time.
For everyone it’s different. But for almost
every soldier who has been in combat
I guarantee that almost any time there has
been contact with the enemy, there was
at least one thing that sticks out in your
mind that was a lesson learned or is
something where you could second-guess
yourself later.

My unit stayed in a wooden building and
one day we had a discussion about what we
should do when mortar rounds or rockets
were coming in and the guy next to me
goes, “Oh, just grab your mattress and roll
over. That’s what we did in Iraq.”
I started laughing, “I have an air mattress,
dude.”

It was very hard for me to do everyday
mundane tasks. You are used to this intense
environment and adrenaline coursing
through you all of the time.

He said, “You should probably try to run to
the bunker then.”

Calm, Cool and Collected
The experiences that stick out in his mind
most are kept sealed. Anderson pulls back from
more details and chooses his words carefully, not
allowing too many bits of private information to
dribble out. But when he does tell a story he can’t
help from cracking a smile, even when the story
is about a wicked brush with death.

Home at Last
After returning to the civilian world 10
months after first landing in Afghanistan,
Anderson had some adjusting to do in Oshkosh.
Your whole emotional mindset has to
change. Instead of thinking, “I need to go
get this, I need to do this right now because
people’s lives depend on me doing this right
now,” you kind of have to settle back into
that routine of, “I’ll get this done and if it
doesn’t get done immediately, that’s fine.”

There is a character in the television series
Band of Brothers that is sitting underneath
a tree during the Battle of the Bulge.
He’s just sitting there and he’s watching
all of this stuff blow up. A small part of
you thinks it’s really awesome and really
cool because you’re seeing all of this crazy
stuff happen all around you. It’s really just
sensory overload. But at the same time,
your training kicks in and you’re calm,
cool and collected. You’re communicating
with each other and doing what you need
to do. My emotions were all over the board,
but I was still calm and cool. It’s very hard
to describe.

When you make mistakes in Afghanistan, it
can get people killed.
It was very hard for me to do everyday
mundane tasks. You are used to this intense
environment and adrenaline coursing
through you all of the time. Everything is
either life and death or preparing for life
and death. It was really difficult. It was
really, really difficult. I thank God all of the
time for my wife and how patient she was.
Excuse my language, but at times, I was a
raging asshole.

It’s not that I was laughing when there are
all sorts of incoming rounds. You are just
kind of amazed that all this is happening.
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