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Not forgotten 

University, families, friends honor four men on Veterans Day 
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Menomonie, Wis. — Vern Fuller, Byrl Gaertner, Jerry Irwin and Jeremy Wolfe gave their lives for 
their country between 1950 and 2003. They haven’t been forgotten. 

On Wednesday, Nov. 11, at University of Wisconsin-Stout the four men, all former students, were 
enshrined in the university’s memorial wall at the Memorial Student Center. 

Many family members and friends of the men, along with university staff, turned out to honor and 
remember them in a special Veterans Day ceremony. 

“If there was an all-American guy, he was it,” said Ray Kruger, of Detroit, a friend of Irwin’s and a 
Stout State University classmate, graduating in 1968. 

Irwin, a pilot, died March 20, 1968, in a flight training accident off the coast of Virginia. It was his 
last training mission before he was to ship out to Vietnam, family members said. His remains were 
not recovered. A marker with his name is at his family plot at St. Rose of Lima Cemetery near 
Cadott, where he grew up. 

Irwin’s brother, Tom, of Hudson, read Jerry’s plaque at the ceremony. Tom told how he once was 
working on a hilltop field at the family farm in Cadott when Jerry suddenly appeared from the sky 
in his military training jet and buzzed low over the field. 

Inspired by Jerry, Tom said he became a pilot. He worked most of his career for Northwest Orient, 
Northwest Airlines and Delta before recently retiring. 
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Tom Irwin was joined at the ceremony by several other family members: brother Bob Irwin and his 
wife, Betty, who still run the family farm near Cadott; sister Pat Gehrking, of Burnsville, Minn.; and 
sister Diane Weggen, of Stanley. 

Jerry Irwin was born in 1941 and graduated from Cadott High School in 1959. His brothers and 
sisters and their spouses proudly posed for photos in front of his plaque. 

Another casualty of the Vietnam War was Gaertner, who died two months after Irwin, May 18, 
1968. He was shot while on patrol. He is buried at Fort Snelling National Cemetery in Minneapolis. 

Gaertner has an identical twin, Joel, who read Byrl’s plaque at the ceremony but not without 
becoming emotional. “It’s an honor and privilege to read this plaque. This meant a lot to me,” Joel 
said. 

Joel also was in Vietnam at the time of his brother’s death but in a different unit. Unaware that his 
brother had died, Joel became severely ill at the same time. When he awoke several days later, 
and before he was told the news, he guessed that Byrl had died. 

After Byrl’s death, the Marines brought Joel home from Vietnam, and he served two years in 
Hawaii. Joel graduated from UW-Stout in 1973 and lives in Menomonie. He worked most of his 
career as a real estate appraiser out of Eau Claire for the state Department of Revenue. 

The Gaertners were born in 1947 in Wichita, Kan., and graduated from Richfield High School in 
Richfield, Minn. 

Joel and Byrl’s sister, Gail, also attended the ceremony, along with other family members, two of 
whom were veterans. Gail commented how Joel and Byrl had a special connection as twins, even 
communicating with their own language until they were seven. They left Stout State in 1967 to 
enlist together in the Marines. 

Also inducted in the memorial wall Wednesday were Vern Fuller and Jeremy Wolfe.  

Fuller died Oct. 12, 1950, in Korea when the mine sweeper he was on sank; his body wasn’t 
recovered, but a marker with his name is at a national cemetery in Honolulu. He was born in 1921 in 
the Barron County community of Dallas and is a 1938 Barron High School graduate. 

Wolfe died Nov. 15, 2003, in Mosul, Iraq, in a helicopter collision; he is buried at St. John’s 
Cemetery in Menomonie. He was born in 1976 in Menomonie and graduated from Colfax High 
School in 1995. 

Fuller’s family members, unable to attend, watched the ceremony on livestream video; his plaque 
was read by UW-Stout Archivist Heather Stecklein. Wolfe’s plaque was read by his stepmother, 
Karen Wolfe. 

The ceremony concluded with the unveiling of the plaques by UW-Stout students and ROTC color 
guard cadets Taylor Mortensen, of Mankato, Minn., and Kyle Hoefft, of Morton, Ill. 

Memorial wall history 

UW-Stout’s memorial wall was dedicated in 2013 with 40 plaques honoring students, alumni, 
faculty and staff, dating to World War I, who died in wars or as a consequence of military service. 



The new inductees came as the result of additional information that became available and 
research since 2013. 

“We followed up on leads and verified information. No doubt, this effort has been a labor of love, 
honor and determined focus for all involved,” said Darrin Witucki, student center director. 

Witucki has worked with Stecklein; Don Steffen, university editor; and Jennifer Rudiger, Stout 
University Foundation development specialist; and others to create the wall. 

Witucki noted that the student center was named in honor of those in the military who died 
serving the country. He referred to the men memorialized on the wall as “44 UW-Stout heroes.” 

To learn more about the memorial wall, go to www.uwstout.edu/lib/archives/heroes. 

For more information or to inquire about veterans who could be added to the wall, contact 
Stecklein, university archivist, steckleinh@uwstout.edu, 715-232-5418. 
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From left, siblings Tom Irwin, Diane Weggen and Bob Irwin talk about Jerry Irwin, who was 
inducted Wednesday, Nov. 11, into the UW-Stout memorial wall at the Memorial Student Center. 

Plaques for Jerry Irwin and three other former UW-Stout students were added to memorial wall. 

Joel Gaertner attended the ceremony to honor his twin brother, Byrl, who died in the Vietnam War 
in 1968. Joel also was serving in Vietnam at the time. 

Karen Wolfe, stepmother of Jeremy Wolfe, reads his UW-Stout memorial wall induction plaque 
Wednesday, Nov. 11. 
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