The Change of Command Reception

By Heather Conkle

Almost immediately after learning he had been slated for a company command, my husband asked me what I would be doing for his reception.  I had actually given the matter quite a bit of thought since many of our friends had already gone through this rite of passage.  I had attended several ceremonies and receptions, and had found myself thinking at each one, “One day I’m going to have to do this!” 

Instead of excitement, dread began to set in.  Stories of so-and-so’s catered buffet complete with lobster, gourmet disasters, and endless weeks in the kitchen began to run together. I became convinced that somehow my husband’s reception wouldn’t “measure up” and he would be disappointed in me and embarrassed in front of his new colleagues.

But a wise, senior spouse (who doubles as a wonderful, caring friend) pulled me aside one day and reminded me that the reception was not to be a contest.  The reception should be viewed as an opportunity for the incoming commander’s spouse to receive the Soldiers, not impress the other spouses.  As simple as that advice sounds, it took a while for me to accept it. Once I wised up and began this whole new approach, planning the event actually became fun! Let me explain…

Soldiers come to these receptions for two reasons: 1) because they have to; and 2) because they’re hungry.  So how could I make this more appealing and take the stress off of me at the same time? 

I decided to “introduce” myself to everyone through the reception.  My husband and I love coffee shops, so I chose a coffee house theme - homemade biscotti, bagels, creampuffs, and Southern cheese straws (to reflect our Alabama heritage).  I found it easier to offer varieties of the same item (like three flavors of biscotti and different cream cheeses for the bagels) rather than trying to fill the table with a huge menu.  I offered meat and cheese trays for those who were already thinking about lunch, and a selection of beverages such as hot chocolate, bottled juices, and coffee.  Another dear friend even volunteered herself to make more than 100 bags of caramel popcorn as giveaway gifts for all who came.  I used our computer to make little tags, which depicted the company mascot.  (Tying the tags on the bags also gave my mother-in-law something to do when she offered to help out the night before!)

The decorations were very simple – plain white dishes on the table, solid-colored napkins under each serving piece and whole coffee beans strewn about.  Set up was easy, but the look was coordinated and comfortable. 

But the table centerpiece was my most favorite accessory of the day.  I somehow thought to bring a vase with me from home, and I used it to display the bouquet of yellow roses presented to me during the ceremony by the Soldiers of my husband’s new company.  Several of the Soldiers commented to me during the reception that they appreciated my taking their gift so seriously.

My wise friend was right – the change of command reception is about getting to meet the Soldiers, not stressing about details.  By keeping the atmosphere relaxed and approachable, I was able to enjoy the day and concentrate on meeting the young men and women who now comprise the newest additions to our extended Army family. 

Heather is the current FRG Leader for B Co./4th STB (Special Troops Battalion) in 4th UA, 3ID, Fort Stewart, GA.
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