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RAMADI, Iraq— For most of the soldiers deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom, the holidays can be the most difficult time to endure. A portion of the troops here were able to go home for well-deserved rest and recuperation and enjoy Thanksgiving or Christmas with families. Others, though, are bound by duty to stand guard, patrol or aid in the reconstruction of Iraq during these normally festive times.

The Walker family knows all too well the hardships of deployment and separation. The family of five is truly an Army family, with three of them currently serving in Iraq and one son in Advanced Individual Training while a daughter awaits their return.

The elders of the family are Chief Warrant Officer 3 Rhimmington Walker, a radar technician with 2-34 Field Artillery, and Command Sgt. Maj. Joleen Walker, the battalion command sergeant major for the 82nd Forward Support Battalion. Their eldest son, Spc. Jeremy Walker, is an OH-58D “Kiowa Warrior” crewchief with B Company, 82nd Aviation Regiment. All three are currently in Iraq.

The other two Walkers are Pfc. Carrington Walker, who is in AIT at Fort Rucker, Ala., and JaLyssa Walker, their 14-year old daughter, is staying with a friend of the family, patiently awaiting the return of her family. 

“It has affected our daughter the most, being the youngest when this all started 12 years ago,” Command Sgt. Maj. Walker recalled. “It’s harder on the kids left behind, wondering when the family will return.”

“Growing up in the Army lifestyle, it doesn’t bother me as much,” said Spc. Walker, who is on his third deployment in his four-year Army career. “I’m used to my parents having to go off. We all understand why we have to go.”

This is also the third deployment for Command Sgt. Maj. Walker, who has had the double duty of being a worried mother and wife, as well as the top enlisted soldier in her battalion. 

“We weren’t able to spend the holidays together,” she said, “but my husband did get to come up for New Year’s Eve. We enjoyed the time that we could get together, but it is hard to find time as a sergeant major,” she said.

With over 50 years combined service from the Walker family, overseas stationing, deployments, and training exercises have separated them from one another on multiple occasions. Yet, as a family, they continue to focus on the positive results. 

“I think deployments are an excellent learning experience that could never be gained any place else,” said Command Sgt. Maj. Walker. 

It is a rarity to have both parents and one of their children in the same theater of operation all gaining the same experience at the same time. 

“It’s hard being a parent and having a child here when you see all that happens around,” Command Sgt. Maj. Walker said. “But on the other hand, being here with him makes me feel closer and if something would happen, I will be here with him.”

The first rotation of Operation Iraqi Freedom is coming to a close. Spc. Walker isn’t sure when he’ll be going back to Fort Bragg, but realizes the impact he and his fellow soldiers are making on the future of Iraq.

“I think it’s gradually improving and I know why I’m here. It’s going to take time… things are a lot better than what they were when I was here in February. I just concentrate on doing my job while here and looking forward to the day I land at Pope (Air Force Base).”

Command Sgt. Major Walker does have some ideas on redeployment, but understands how easily things can change. “We are all looking to head home in the March/April timeframe, but as all soldiers know, we try to prepare ourselves for later dates. My husband was expected home last July, but was extended for a year.”

From Fort Bragg to Fort Hood, and Korea to Germany, the Walker’s have been separated before, and more than likely will be again. Although the Walker family was unable to gather during the holidays, they all understand what has to be done on their part as soldiers and look toward the future for their next time together.

 “We cherish the time we have together,” Command Sgt. Maj. Walker added. “I just pray my family, my battalion and all other soldiers return safely.”

(Sgt. Danny Martin is a member of the 350th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment, a reserve unit from Indianapolis, Ind. He is currently deployed to southwest Asia with the 82nd Airborne Division in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom.)
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