
Many of us spent the holiday season surrounded by loved ones in the warmth of our own 
home.  Air Force Col. Walter Rustmann enjoyed his at the coldest place on Earth, during his fifth 
deployment in ten years, as part of Operation Deep Freeze.
As a pulmonologist, Chief of Medical Staff for Shannon Medical Center, Medical Director 
of the Intensive Care Unit, Colonel of the Air National Guard, commander of the 147th 
Medical Group, father and husband, he wears many hats and has many successes and 
achievements to speak highly of. Instead, he modestly describes the opportunities his 
military career has provided him— including a trip to Antarctica. 

“It’s the last frontier,” he said. “My military service has led me around the world, but how many people in 
history have actually been to Antarctica? Not many in the grand scheme of things.”

For Operation Deep Freeze, the Air Force supplies medical care to the Antarctica Service Project at McMurdo Station, a branch of NASA and the major logistics hub for 
U.S. sponsored field research in Antarctica. Rustmann was selected as one of two physicians out of more than 100 applicants to be a part of the operation. Rustmann 
applied for the operation five times and has been selected on three occasions, but unforeseen circumstances previously prevented him from making the trip.

For a six-week period, he served as the general medical officer on the ice providing care to the 1,500 scientists whose studies cover everything from penguins to cosmic 
rays. Additionally, if someone needed to be airlifted, Rustmann served as the flight surgeon for the eight-hour flight to Christchurch, New Zealand, where the nearest 
large-scale medical facility is located. 

The task sounds daunting, without factoring in the frigid temperatures which average 10 to 15 degrees 
Fahrenheit during this time of year, or “summer,” in Antarctica. But, Rustmann’s history gave him plenty of 
experience to properly prepare him for the operation.

“I enlisted in the Navy out of high school and went to college on the GI Bill,” Rustmann said. “The Air Force 
sent me to medical school in 1990 and I have been active duty or in the reserves the whole time.” 

“I practiced family medicine for eight years in a small town of about 1,500 people in South Dakota, where 
it can get pretty cold,” he said. “So, that helped prepare me for this experience— fixing fractures, sewing 

up injuries, taking care of heart attacks and transporting people back and forth. If someone has a severe 
injury or complication, you have to be prepared to evacuate them. This was the same practice, but a more austere location.” He prepared for that scenario thanks to 
training in Critical Care Air Transport which he began in 1997. The eight-hour evacuation flight time is the same amount of time it takes to transport a patient from Iraq to 
Germany— a task he is familiar with.

“The practice was developed out of the Gulf War where the wounded would be transported to larger medical facilities on the back of transport planes,” he said. “I believe 
that development has done more for improving survivability in war, along with surgical expertise and body armor, than anything in the last 50 years.”

Throughout the past ten years, Rustmann deployed to Iraq three times and Romania once. In 2001, when the nation was still reeling from the violent 9/11 terrorist 
attacks, he was sent to Afghanistan to take care of young, wounded troops.  “To take care of wounded troops, see them through their injuries and get them back 
home… nothing has ever compared,” he said. “To me, it’s just a no-brainer to do these things when the opportunity arises.”

In 2005, Rustmann finished active duty and his family relocated to San Angelo so he could begin practicing as a pulmonologist at Shannon Clinic. In late 2008, one of the 
years he was chosen for Operation Deep Freeze, he was selected to serve as Medical Director of the Surgical and Intensive Care unit at the largest military hospital in Iraq. 
“Some of the noblest achievements I’ve ever accomplished have been through the military,” he said. “It’s just what’s in me. I’m never sure how to answer when asked why 
I keep doing it. It’s the desire to do the right thing, but also the honor of being picked in that category of physicians. When somebody calls you up and says, ‘We want you to 
go to Iraq to be the director of the ICU at the biggest hospital in that country during war, and you’re the person we think is the most qualified,’ how do you say no?”

Rustmann credits his patients, Shannon, and his family for their understanding of his commitment to country and our national defense. All of his deployments have fallen 
over the holiday season so he gives extra credit to his family for accepting his calling. After more than 35 years of service, multiple titles, and traveling the world, he is 
making plans to retire from the military within the year.  

“I am very proud of all the opportunities and achievements the military has afforded me,” he said. “My calling to serve culminated from an inherent sense of duty and 
honor— the rest, seeing the world, becoming a physician, have been wonderful secondary benefits for which I am, and always will be, extremely grateful.”
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