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Left: (l-r) Joe and Barb Busha (uncle/aunt), Patty and Sam Maronn (parents), Dixie Berres,
Jodi and Travis Maronn (brother and sister-in-law), Kate and Mike Juedes (sister and
brother-in-law), Lauryn and Olivia Juedes (nieces) at Berres’ parents’ house in Omro, Wis.
for a going away party for Berres’ deployment to Iraq in summer 2006.
Right: (l-r) Sam Maronn, Berres and Patty Maronn at the 1157th Armory in Oshkosh, Wis.
prior to Berres’ activation to Ft. Bragg, N.C. in summer 2002.

Small Town Girl

I said to my mom, who was off work
that day, “Have you had the TV on?
Do you know what’s going on?” She
started yelling at me, “Why did you
join the military?”

Most of her co-workers at Mercy Medical
Center in Oshkosh, Wis., know of her military
background, but they don’t know the nitty-gritty
details. They don’t know about the extreme
heat under the unforgiving sun. They don’t
know about the desert sand and how it gets into
everything. Everything. They don’t know about
the monotony of patrolling the tower, carrying an
M16, and staring for hours into the darkness of
the night. They also don’t know about the fear,
the fear of an unseen enemy plotting a mortar
attack. They just don’t know.

the daughter of a mechanic and a postal carrier,
Berres was known as the wild one in the family.
In May of 2001, at age 19, Berres enlisted in
the Wisconsin Army National Guard with her best
friend Tiffany, thinking it would be a grand way
to travel and help people. Her mother lamented
what she thought was an impetuous decision. Her
mother wanted her baby girl to be home, safe and
sound.

But some of her patients do. Every once
in a while, Dixie Berres, a third-shift nurse on
the cardiac floor, would come across a fellow
veteran. Within minutes, patient and health care
worker become quick fans of each other, for they
know. They know what each had done for the
good of the country.

Little did Berres know that only a few
months later on a clear September day how that
one promise, that one signature to serve and to
protect, would change the course of her life.

From afar, Berres is a typical small town girl.
The University of Wisconsin Oshkosh alumna is
from Omro, Wis., a town of about 3,500 people.
Born Dixie Maronn, the youngest of three and

I was still living at home with my parents.
I was getting up for work at Applebee’s. I
was walking past my radio to go downstairs
and shower when I heard the people on
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Left: (l-r) Summer Bouche, Berres, Kari Christensen,
Kristin Gust and Korin Saal in Taji, Iraq in 2007.
Right: Berres and Summer Bouche about to leave for
America at the end of their tour in Taji Iraq in 2007.

the radio talking about the Twin Towers,
and then as I was listening, the second
plane had hit. I said to my mom, who was
off work that day, “Have you had the TV
on? Do you know what’s going on?” She
started yelling at me, “Why did you join
the military?” I guess it didn’t really dawn
on me right away. My mom was right, you
know, that this was going to have an effect
on me. It did. If the attacks happened now,
I’d know. I’d be like, “Oh man, we’re
going to war.” But back then I was young
and naïve.

When Hurricane Katrina destroyed the Gulf
Coast in 2005, Berres’ unit was dispatched to
New Orleans. Her unit was one of the first to
arrive. The images of boats and cars strewn
about upside down and on houses circulated on
the newscasts. Those images were horrifying
enough for people watching on TV, but for the
rookie soldier, it was something else, something
seemingly innocuous that left an indelible mark.
On all the doors of the houses they had
already searched are these markings. A big
circle with an X on top of it. That X divides
the circle into four sections. On some of the
circles you’d see numbers. Each number
meant something. The number meant how
many deaths or dead bodies that they
found, how many injured people they found,
how many people total they found. It’d
give you creepy goose bumps cause you’re
like “Oh my gosh, they found dead people
in there.”

Training for War
In February of 2002, Berres headed to basic
training at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri. She
and others jokingly call it Fort Lost in the Woods.
She graduated from both Basic Training and AIT
(Advanced Individual Training) that year in June.
A month after graduating, she was called up to
serve at Fort Bragg in North Carolina for one year
to replace active duty soldiers that were getting
deployed to Iraq. Berres trained and learned to
drive big trucks.

We only had a few missions. It was just
chaos. Nobody knew what was going on.
We transported some German engineers
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Left: Berres with best friend Tiffany Gorges (center) at Gorge’s deployment
in February 2012.
Center: Berres at Fort Bragg in 2003.
Right: Berres and Tiffany Gorges at their AIT Graduation
at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri in 2002.

full battle rattle awaiting the descent to the tan
desert ground below. Packed in as tight as the
belongings in her trunk, her body rocked from
side to side. Turbulence caused the dirty, muggy
cargo plane to lurch in the air. The roar of the
engines clouded her already disorientated mind.

The number meant how many
deaths or dead bodies that they
found, how many injured people
they found, how many people
total they found.

We’re in this big cargo plane and we got all
our gear on. We got our gun and we’re just
crammed in there. We’re all sitting facing
each other and we’re looking at each other.
I’m thinking, “Oh my gosh, we’re really
here. Wow, it’s happening.”

who showed up to help. We hauled some of
their stuff across the city to a port where
they were trying to pump all the water that
was flooding out of the city. It mainly felt
good that I got to do something to help.
Since her unit was of the first to arrive, her
unit was one of the first sent back home. Luckily
for Berres, they departed from the Gulf Coast just
in time for her to start school again. She quickly
called up the nursing adviser at UW Oshkosh
who was able to get her into classes for the spring
semester of 2005, a week late. Just as she was
finishing her first year, she got another notice:
she’s headed to the Middle East.

While her classmates at UW Oshkosh were
worrying about tests or making new friends in
college, 24-year-old Spc. Dixie Berres worried
about what war was going to be like up close and
personal. Stationed in Taji, Iraq from September
2006 through August 2007, Berres spent the
first part of her deployment as a tower guard.
During the second part of her deployment she
drove trucks. Along with other soldiers in her
unit Berres hauled materials to a new FOB
(forward operating base) that was being built near
Baghdad. Outside the wire, the soldiers know
that they need to keep extra vigilant to combat

Now Entering Iraq
The flight to Iraq was long. Berres lost count
after 14 hours. She was among 70 soldiers in
38

Berres with patients
from the village in
Chennai, India in
December 2010 during
her study abroad program.

insurgents who are often hidden. Berres and
others found ways to cope with the high tension.

When you’re a unit, we all become like
family. You’re all going through it so you
really rely on the people around you to get
you through it mentally and emotionally.

This girl, Summer and I, we would usually
always drive together and we’d have my
iPod and my speakers and we’d always
play (Chamillionaire’s) Ridin’ Dirty as we
were pulling out, cause we’re in the middle
of the desert. It’s gross and muddy at times
and we’re driving trucks.

different cities in India with a nursing study
abroad program. The UW Oshkosh nursing
students visited clinics and hospitals and assisted
local health care workers with wellness checks
in nearby villages. Coming from a small rural
town, Berres knew she was going to the world’s
second most populous country. She also knew
about the great disparity between the wealthy
and the poor. Despite her time in the Gulf Coast
during Hurricane Katrina and her tour in Iraq,
nothing prepared Berres for what she saw in parts
of India.

Every now and then, I’ll get a voicemail
from her with the song playing in the
background on the radio. That will always
make me remember the times we had
over there.
When you’re a unit, we all become like
family. You’re all going through it so you
really rely on the people around you to get
you through it mentally and emotionally.

There was garbage everywhere. They have
really big sanitation problems. It’s not like
what we have here. The population there
is just astounding. It’s just overwhelming.
People everywhere. Over here we have
our personal space, we have our bubbles
and there they don’t. That was kind of a

International Nursing
When Berres’ tour ended, she returned to
UW Oshkosh to pick up her life as a nursing
student. In December 2010, she traveled to three
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Berres on tower guard in Taji, Iraq in 2006.
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Berres with a service flag presented to her after she finished training at Fort Bragg, at her home in Oshkosh, Wis., in March 2012.
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Berres with dog Max at her Oshkosh, Wis., home.

hard pill to swallow I guess cause you’re
just thinking you’re going over there, and
you’re almost a new nurse, and you’re
excited to go to another country and help.
I’m not sure how much we were able to
help. Overall, that trip made me very
thankful for what we have here, like good
sanitation systems and traffic laws.

the hospital, I’m not dreading it as much as
I could. It’s only eight hours. I’ve done 12hour night shifts before. Eight hours should
be nothing. It’ll be fine.
If I can sit in a tower and stare into
nothingness for eight hours, I think I can
manage doing an eight-hour shift in a
warm hospital, checking on my patients.

Entering the Real World

Life after the Military

After she graduated from UW Oshkosh in
May 2011, she was hired at the Mercy Medical
Center in Oshkosh, Wis. Berres now works
third-shift as a nurse on the cardiac floor. The
third-shift can be a bear, especially for newbie
nurses, but Berres wasn’t too fazed by the 11
p.m.-7 a.m. shift.

Ten years after she signed up for the
Wisconsin Army National Guard, Berres still
feels the effects of the military. Her house in
Oshkosh has only a few remnants of her time in
the military—a few plaques and an American
flag that was presented to her after she finished
her training in Fort Bragg. She and her husband,
Jeff Berres, a Marine and an Iraq War vet, eschew
news reports from the front lines. They don’t
need to see the images. They don’t need to hear
the sounds of battle.

Right before I joined the military I worked
at a front desk of a hotel. I worked night
shift and absolutely hated it. I would get
sick to my stomach every morning. I just
despised it. Well, when I was on tower
guard we rotated shifts every month, so
there were two months that I had to work
third shift. And starting this night shift at

I don’t really watch much of the war
coverage. I don’t feel like me watching it is
going to be able to change it. I won’t turn
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Berres with husband Jeff Berres at
their wedding on June 12, 2012.

on CNN. I don’t really go to those stations.
I just don’t watch them.

what lies ahead in the Middle East. However, her
tears belie her words. Berres’ voice breaks as she
talks about her friend’s second tour of duty.

There’s been a couple war movies that Jeff
and I have watched, like The Hurt Locker.
We watched it and we both will never want
to watch that movie again. It’s not one
I’m going to buy and watch over and over
again.

I had asked Tiffany to be my maid of honor,
and that was always the plan as long as I
can remember. She called me one day and
said, “I got some bad news. I’m not going
be able to be your maid of honor. I just got
the call. We’re getting deployed.” She knew
there was a good chance that they won’t get
any leave either. It was tough to take in, but
I think it was easier for me to understand
than one of our friends that hadn’t been in
the military.

Berres’ contract with the Wisconsin Army
National Guard has ended, but she has many
friends who are still enlisted. In fact, her best
friend since the eighth-grade, Tiffany Gorges
(also of Omro, Wis.), the one who enlisted with
her a decade ago, was sent to Afghanistan in April
for a second tour. The deployment meant Gorges
missed Berres’ June 16, 2012 wedding.

I sometimes wonder if I should be afraid,
but why worry about things that you can’t
control? I’ll pray for her, cause she’s my
best friend. That unit’s my family. I’ll be
praying for all of them.

Berres says she is not afraid for her best
friend. She says she knows that her friend has
been well-trained, that she is well-prepared for

Dixie Berres and her husband Jeff Berres live
in Oshkosh with their yellow lab, Max.

I don’t really watch much of the war
coverage. I don’t feel like me watching
it is going to be able to change it.
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