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Parrish with her son, Zach, in Oshkosh, Wis., in 2012.

Soldier and Mother

And seeing those nurses holding my baby
brother, I knew they’re the ones who care for
the people. Right then I knew I’d be a nurse.

Denise Parrish smiles broadly as her son
Zach pulls up, towing a trailer with a sleek black
Polaris snowmobile. Her son had just purchased
the vehicle and wanted to show it off.

nothing like hers—when she was a new mother
and a Specialist in the U.S. Army, deployed to a
foreign country to fight in a war that she barely
understood.

“Does it go fast?” Parrish asks, almost
rhetorically.
Zach, 20, grins. “Not too fast.”

Rebel with a Cause

They look at each other and chuckle.
Parrish’s heart aches just a bit. As a mother, she
just wants what all mothers want, to keep their
children safe. Young men and snowmobiles… As
a nurse of 15 years at Mercy Medical Center in
Oshkosh, Wis., Parrish knows that every winter,
eager young snowmobilers will find their way to
the emergency room.

Parrish grew up in Hill Point, Wis., an
unincorporated rural town of about 500 in
south-central Wisconsin. She is the fourth of six
children, the daughter of a dairy farmer and a
housewife. Parrish always knew she’d end up in
the medical field because she liked the idea of
helping people.

She shakes away those thoughts and musters
enough enthusiasm for Zach’s newest purchase.
She replaces the muted dread with gratitude.
She is thankful that Zach can look forward to
zooming across the frozen lakes in Wisconsin and
hanging out with friends and family.

When I was a kid I wanted to be a doctor. I
know every little kid wants to be a doctor,
but I really wanted to be a doctor. That all
changed when I was 11 when my youngest
brother Josh was in a car accident. He was
just four weeks old. He flew 50 feet from
the car and landed in a ditch. He had this

She is grateful that her son’s 21st year will be
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Parrish with her son, Zach, at the
Wiesbaden Air Base in Wiesbaden,
Germany before her departure to
Croatia in 1992.

huge skull fracture. I heard people say if he
lived, he’d be a vegetable.

In the Army
Parrish doesn’t really remember when the
idea of joining the military came to her. She
did not come from a military family, unless you
count her grandfather who was drafted in World
War II. Although Parrish was a standout student,
earned mostly A’s throughout her school career
at Weston High, she had a rebellious streak that
liked to test the limits.

I saw the nurses in the intensive care unit
holding Josh. I realized the reason I wanted
to be a doctor was because I wanted to take
care of people. And seeing those nurses
holding my baby brother, I knew they’re the
ones who care for the people. Right then I
knew I’d be a nurse.

I had thought about joining the military.
I’ve seen the commercials about joining
the Army and they just spoke to me. Even
though I was a good student - I graduated
salutatorian in my class of 41 students - I
still had a rebel streak.

I went to the grocery store with my mom
while Josh was in the ICU. We were in
the aisle to check out and she picked up
this book titled “Baby Names and their
Biblical meaning.”
She looked up “Joshua.” It said, “The
one who God saves.” My mom said at that
moment she knew he was going to be
all right.

When I talked to the school guidance
counselor about my future plans, and
possibly joining the military, he told me
that would be the worst idea in the world.
He thought as salutatorian, I could get
scholarships and go to college. But my
rebel attitude took over. I said, “You know
what? I’m going to join the military and
see where it takes me.”

Because he was such a newborn, Josh’s
fontanels weren’t closed. That meant it
allowed the brain to swell and then go
back. Josh is OK, more than OK. He grew
up normally and is now happily married.
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Parrish with members of her unit at a
training exercise in Fort Polk, La.

I think we live in a great country and the
idea of the military was just interesting. It
was the unknown and the idea of paving my
own way in the world that interested me. I
was probably naïve.

left for the Army. She kept the marriage secret
from her parents for six months. Aside from a
brief visit in San Antonio where Parrish was in
training camp, the newlyweds lived apart during
Parrish’s time at various basic training camps.
Leaving the only home that she really knew
was heart-breaking for daughter and parents.
Her dad, a stoic dairy farmer, rarely showed
emotion. A quiet man, he goes about his work,
taking care of the farm, taking care of the
family. But when the time came for Parrish to
leave for her first basic training in Fort Dix,
N.J., the strong man broke down. As family
and friends came by the house to say good-bye,
Parrish sat on the couch, trying to keep her tears
at bay. Her father knelt on the floor in front of
her, held her hands and wept.

From Books to Basic Training
Parrish joined the Army in 1989 while
still in high school. She knew she wanted to
pursue a nursing career, so she enlisted as an
operating room technician within the Mobile
Army Surgical Hospital (MASH) 212 unit. She
couldn’t be a nurse because she would need a
college degree, but as an operating room tech,
she’d gain exposure and knowledge. After
graduating high school in 1990, she and her high
school sweetheart, Kris, eloped and were married
at the Baraboo Courthouse. A week later, she

In December of 1990, Parrish completed
OJT (on the job training) and learned she was
about to be shipped to Germany as the Gulf
War was beginning. Soon Desert Storm was
in progress, and Parrish was on a plane to
Frankfurt, Germany, where she encountered a
new environment that was nothing like her small
town of Hill Point.

I think we live in a great country and the
idea of the military was just interesting. It
was the unknown and the idea of paving
my own way in the world that interested
me. I was probably naïve.
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Photos from a newspaper article of Parrish’s unit’s Farewell Send Off to Croatia featuring Parrish and her son, Zach.

and resupply. This time, we were told we
only had seven days to get ready to go to
Croatia.

The whole time you’re in training, you’re
in a regular hospital. You’re learning the
job of what an operating room technician
does. When I got to Germany, I said, “Well,
where is our hospital?”

Because I had my son, Zach, I had to make
sure that I had a plan for him if something
were to happen to me. I had to get my will
in order. I didn’t want my son to forget me.
He was only a year old. I spent time making
videos of myself for him to watch. You’d
think that because you’re leaving, you just
talk to your family a lot. But it was more
quiet time than anything. I just want to be
with them.

They looked at me like I was kind of stupid.
They said, “You see those boxes over
there?” I was like, “Yeah,” and they said,
“The hospital is in there.”
I still didn’t get it that, “Oh, our hospital is
a tent and we have to set it up.”
It was a little bit of a learning curve.

Three days before I left for Croatia, I
turned 21. I was on a railhead and that
means you’re loading the equipment on a
train to be taken to Croatia. And I thought,
“Wow, what I would give to be 21 in
the States.” That’s what I kept thinking
that day.

Kris came with me to Germany. It was
hard, but we made it work. In October of
1991, we had Zachary. A year later, while
I was out on the field on a 30-day training
expedition, we got a call that we were
being deployed for six months to Croatia.
Truthfully, when they said Croatia, I said
“Where is that?”

The worst part was the area we occupied
called Camp Pleso. It was on Zagreb’s
airport. When the Serbs or whoever left the
area, they threw land mines everywhere,

Usually, when you come back from the field,
you have to clean the equipment, restock
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Parrish, whose U.S. military duties fell under the United Nations, prepping to leave for Croatia in 1992.
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Parrish teaching nursing students
at UW Oshkosh in 2011.

so we were told we could not step off the
blacktop because it wasn’t safe.

I was there. Because we fell under the
United Nations, they didn’t recognize us
as U.S. troops. It hurts because you don’t
get the support from your country. I was
on hazardous duty pay, and I was in a
war zone, but you didn’t get the help or
support like when you’re deployed to Iraq
or Afghanistan. A lot of schools made care
packages and sent thank you cards to those
units. We didn’t get that because they didn’t
know we were there.

We had to set the hospital up from a tent.
We had rubber for a floor and rubber
walls. And then the actual operating room
was like this container that flipped open. It
was kind of like an RV, but nowhere near
that pretty.

Croatia and the United Nations
As Parrish was taking care of the wounded
in Zagreb, her mother was back in the States
trying to catch any news about the American
troops in Croatia. But to her dismay, she learned
that her daughter was engaged in a war unknown
to most Americans.

Running the hospital was a challenge
because we didn’t have translators. There
was this one time we had to take care of
three Russian soldiers who were playing
with a hand grenade that went off. One
of them ended up a double amputee, one
was a single amputee and the other one
had shrapnel in his left testicle. We had to
bring that man into the operating room and
we couldn’t tell him what we were doing,
but he was pretty sure that we were going
to kill him or cut off his private parts.
The biggest barrier was with the Russian
soldiers because we’ve been enemies for so

When we deployed, we were United
States Army, but we fell under the United
Nations. It was frustrating to my mom
because she would hear on the news a
lot of info about Serbia and all turmoil
that was going on. She said there was
no mention of U.S. troops in the area.
She was frustrated because she knew
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Left: Parrish with her husband, Kris, at Zach’s high school
graduation, 2010.
Right: Parrish with her son, Zach, 2012.

long that they couldn’t see that we were on
the same side.

I remember going to my adviser and
saying, “I want to be done as quick as
I can. Let’s lay it out.”

Balancing Work and Family

He had these “early return of dependents”
paperwork filled out already when I got
home because he was done. He just didn’t
want any more of it. I begged him to give us
six months. Now we’ve been married for 21
years.

When Parrish’s time was served in Croatia,
she was ecstatic about going back to Germany,
back to her husband, back to her toddler son. But
she learned that toll of living in a foreign country
so far away from rural Wisconsin affected not
only her, but also her husband, Kris, who had to
be their son’s dad and mom while she was away.

We finally left Germany in June of 1994. I
had to go through a 10-day out-processing
period in Fort Dix before I finally got back
to Wisconsin. I didn’t really relax much. I
enrolled in nursing school at UW Oshkosh
and started going the summer semester of
1994.

Going back to Germany was actually as
hard as leaving. It was the biggest surprise
of my life. My husband was doing his
own thing. I was doing my own thing. We
realized that we could live independently
of each other. To reunite and make it work
again basically as newlyweds was really
challenging. I remember feeling jilted or
angry cause I went into the house and
everything was moved around. Nothing
was where I had it. It was his own space. It
was hard to become a family again. I really
didn’t know that we were going to make it.

I’m kind of a rocket. When I get something
in my head like nursing school, I keep doing
it until it’s finished. I remember going to my
adviser and saying, “I want to be done as
quick as I can. Let’s lay it out.” She said,
“You could do it in three and a half years,
but it would be pretty intense.” I don’t think
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Right: Parrish with Dixie Berres at Mercy Medical Center in Oshkosh, Wis., in 2012.
Left: Parrish with her children Zach, Brody and Mackenzie in 2012.

she thought I was going to really do it, but I
did. I just needed to get done for my family.
Kris sacrificed a lot. And Zach, I had to do
it for Zach. I wanted to provide stability
and contribute to the family. I just did it.
I got up at 2 a.m. and would study until I
went to work. And then I’d go to work at
UPS loading trucks, and then go to school.

into his own apartment in June, they have Brody,
4, and Mackenzie, 2. Parrish earned her master’s
in nursing with an emphasis on education August
of 2009. While working as an outpatient surgery
registered nurse at Mercy, she also taught at
her alma mater, teaching future nurses from
September 2009 until May 2011. Since then, she
has returned to full-time nursing, managing 60
employees, 40 of them nurses. Every so often,
she’d reflect on the journey that took her from
her farmhouse to the battlefields and the healing
floors of the hospital. Good and bad, she knows
that those experiences helped shaped her to be the
person she is today.

In July 1997, while I was still in school, I
got a job at Mercy hospital as a certified
nursing assistant. That was just so nice. It
was different just because it was a hospital,
a real hospital, not a tent. I worked every
other weekend and it was just to get my foot
in the door so when I graduated, I would be
more likely to get a nursing job.

I’m not as judgmental of people as I think
I would have been if I didn’t go into the
military. I’m more open to diverse opinions.
I’m a lot more patient of a person because
things can always be worse. And my bad
day now is not so bad.

I graduated December 1997 with a
minor in Psychology. I did it in three and
a half years.

Denise Parrish has been working as the
manager of Patient Care Unit 1 at Mercy Medical
Center since June of 2011.

Teaching and Lessons Learned
Parrish and her husband Kris, a building
contractor, are now like many busy parents with
young children. In addition to Zach, who moved
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