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The Photo Album

Opening an unlabeled green photo album one sees carefully written calligraphy on the inside cover that reads, ‘Major Dale Eikmeier Operation Desert Shield / Desert Storm December 90 – May 91.’  
The first page displays three photos: A four year old, wearing his dad’s desert camouflage uniform and helmet. The shirt reaches his ankles.  There is a two year old, also wearing her dad’s helmet.  The helmet’s sides resting on her shoulders. Another photo shows the family in front of a stone building.  A dad, in his uniform, is now wearing the helmet.  His wife with the two children stand next to him. The page is titled, ‘Departing Fort Riley, Kansas, home of the Big Red One.’
There is the family Christmas letter that explains the irony of peace breaking out in Europe while the Persian Gulf is set for war. It discusses life on the home front and how supportive the local Kansas community is while the troops are gone.  The mother feels no need to take the children home to her family in California. Kansas is where they want to be.  Dale’s addendum letter explains what his duties will be and includes his mailing address, should anyone wish to write.
The rest of the album contains a mix of mementos including, letters, news clippings, and a Doonesbury cartoon where DB’s girlfriend wonders how he is spending Christmas. Perhaps with a ‘Foxy Saudi girl’ she thinks.  Dale wrote in the margin, “If there are, no one has seen any.” There is a soldier’s prayer book next to the menu from a Christmas dinner that includes beef, turkey, ham and four kinds of pie. There is the Corps Commander’s holiday message telling soldiers to, “Take care of each other.”  At the back of the album is a collection of letters to ‘any soldier.’  Many from school children, but the most poignant are those from adults.  They write about flags and yellow ribbons on light poles, and businesses with signs saying, ‘God Bless Our Troops.’ 
Naturally there are more photos organized chronologically and by theme.  There is the deployment from Fort Riley, the arrival and unloading of Abrams tanks and HUMVEEs in Saudi Arabia, movement to the desert with a line of trucks on the dusty Tap Line road. The start of the ground war has photos of tanks, Apache helicopters and infantry fighting vehicles along with burned out Iraqi tanks and trucks. The occupation section shows burning oil fields and soldiers playing on a makeshift basketball court. Sprinkled throughout are photos of the kids back in Kansas playing in the snow and enjoying an Easter picnic. The last photo is the homecoming where a suntanned dad is holding both his smiling children.
The carefully selected mementos, embellishments and the artful calligraphy are a testament to the love of a wife and mother and the time she spent assembling the album, not only for her husband and children, but for those not yet born or unknown.   
This album may stay in the family for generations or end up in the hands of a stranger at an estate sale. Regardless they will have a piece of history that depicts an Army family separated by war but united by love.
	

