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Homecoming Celebration Planning
A homecoming from a deployment is an opportunity to show your love and support. This is true whether it’s his first or forth deployment. Remember, if you love him, your welcome celebration will be a great one, no matter what steps you follow. The following are some suggestions on how to plan and conduct a homecoming celebration for your Tanker.
Show Armor Family Pride. If your Tanker's unit has a ceremony for returning soldiers, attend it. But on the other hand, if he is not returning as part of a unit, you can create your own ceremony. You may want to have a small celebration after the unit ceremony. In either case you can invite friends and family. Create and hold up a banner. Give the kids some small flags to wave. Have some people say a few words if the setting is appropriate. It doesn't matter what the ceremony is as long as you show your love, appreciation, gratitude and your pride. All soldiers understand ceremonies and will appreciate it regardless of the size of the event. 
Location. You can have the welcome home celebration at your home or perhaps at a restaurant with a large room that you can reserve. If you have friends and family coming from out of town you may want to consider a party room at a local Hotel. That way they can stay there and not have to drive to another location. Also, you may want to get a room for you and your Tanker there too (especially if you’re going to be drinking alcoholic beverages). If you have the celebration at a restaurant or hotel be sure to let friends and family know that it will be “Dutch treat”. In other words they will have to pay for their own food and drinks. Don't over-do the alcohol and plan for designated drivers if anyone has to drive home.
Decorations. A banner is always a great addition (see sample banner logos). It is also a great activity to get the kids involved. Go to a party store and get some military or patriotic cups, plates and napkins. Add some streamers, balloons, confetti and bunting (that’s the decorative material with the stars and stripes.) 

Food, Refreshments and Preparations. People will be waiting, probably longer than you planed due to flight delays and or unit requirements which may delay the release of your Tanker. Have something to drink and something to nibble on. Remember the kids. Give them something that does not have TOO much sugar or they will be bouncing off the walls. You might want to have some games or activities to keep them occupied until the festivities start. 

Flag Displays Done Right. Your Tanker will know flag etiquette, but you may not. Some of the things you will need to remember are: Never let a flag touch the ground. Don't give flags to tiny tots as they will probably just drag them on the ground, and that disrespects the flag. If you hang a flag, the blue field with the stars always goes to the upper left, whether you hang it vertically or horizontally. The U.S. flag always goes to the right of or above any other flags. Instead of flags for decorating tables, hallways and doorways and such, it is really a good idea to use plastic or paper bunting. There are no "rules" to follow for bunting, it looks great and can be purchased at most party stores. 

Do It Once. The family should do only one welcoming celebration. After that, start finding out what the new normal is. Your Tanker will appreciate some home cooking, time with the kids and some of the simple things in life and in many cases some time to recover from jet lag. 

Surprise Celebration (yes or no)?  It is OK to make the homecoming celebration a surprise. But, you should consider the following questions first: Does he like surprises? What is comfortable for you? Where do the kids and other family members fit in? How do friends fit in? Remember not to put your surprise plans on internet sites like Face Book, if he has access to a computer and the internet. 
Politics and Questions about The War. Tell friends and family that you understand that they have questions about what he went through, but this is not the time to ask a lot of questions about the war. If your Tanker starts the conversation then that’s OK. Also, you should be aware that a lot of people have strong negative feelings about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. They have a right to those opinions.  But they need to know that your Tanker does not make foreign policy; he enforces it. Remind them to leave their politics at the door, and that this is the wrong time and the wrong place for politics. If they don't support service in the armed forces, then they should be respectful or perhaps not attend. 
Yellow Ribbon Ceremony: The yellow ribbon ceremony is a very simple but significant gesture of the bond between the Tanker and his lady. While friends and family are gathered for the homecoming celebration the Tanker removes the yellow ribbon from the hair of his wife (girlfriend or fiancée). This is also a great photo opportunity for all attending (see Yellow Ribbon Ceremony for more details).
Have Lots of Fun! Be safe. Be happy. Remember that this is a celebration. Laugh, love, and loosen up. Smiles and laughter should rule the day. The homecoming of any soldier is a joyous occasion. 

