Guard Troops Get A Hero’s Welcome 

Police Company Helped Shut Down Abu Ghraib Prison 
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PLANT CITY - Rodney Garrison stood next to Airport Road on Saturday morning, leaned against his black Harley-Davidson motorcycle and crossed his arms. 

Hundreds of people milled about ahead of him, waving U.S. flags, colorful banners and handmade signs to greet a convoy of buses carrying home more than 150 soldiers of the Florida Army National Guard's 652nd Military Police Company based in Plant City. 

About 350 members of the unit served in Kuwait and Iraq. The first of the group returned in August. With Saturday's arrival, the entire company is back with no casualties during the 16-month tour. 

The soldiers in Saturday's group helped shut down the infamous Abu Ghraib prison and returned it to Iraqi control, military officials said. 

Garrison, a 52-year-old Vietnam War veteran, struck a lone figure Saturday. Tears clung to the rim of his black sunglasses before running down his lined face. They betrayed the former Marine's hard shell of biker wear, a thick, white handlebar mustache and a pair of worn boots. 

Garrison watched the gathering with mixed emotions. No one greeted him like this when he returned from Vietnam, he said. 

"My aunt picked me up at the airport," he said. "That was it." 

'Kind Of Bittersweet' 

That wasn't why Garrison was tearful, though. 

The Plant City native watched parents in the crowd hug sons and daughters as they got off the buses. Shouts and wails erupted each time a soldier was recognized by loved ones. 

Garrison had no one to welcome home. His 29-year-old son, Kevin "Big Ake" Akins, died in Afghanistan in March, he said. The father watched his son's flag-draped coffin arrive at a military base in North Carolina. 

It was not the kind of reunion Garrison expected. His son was just 19 days away from ending a second 14-month tour of duty when a roadside bomb exploded under his Humvee. 

Garrison said his son served a 14-month tour in Iraq and then volunteered for another 14 months in Afghanistan. 

"We'd already started to make arrangements for his homecoming party," Garrison said, choking back a sob. 

As the buses emptied and the crowd spread across the armory parking lot, Garrison crossed the road to get a closer look at the happiness unfolding before him. 

"I saw the yellow ribbons go up a few days ago and found out that the detachment was coming home," he said. "It was kind of bittersweet, but I was proud for the families that do get to see their loved ones again." 

Garrison didn't tell his eight other children or relatives about visiting Saturday's ceremony. He needed to come alone, he said. 

"People don't understand what these soldiers are fighting for - to keep this country like it is today," he said. "It's about protecting freedom." 

'That's All That Matters' 

In front of him, soldiers and their families continued with emotional reunions. 

Pam Dunn of Clearwater trembled uncontrollably when she spotted her son, Sgt. Brian Dunn. She rushed to him, wrapped her arms around him and buried her head in the uniform across his chest, crying in relief. 

After letting go, the mother said, "Thank God, he's home. He got to come home on a short leave in January, but this time you know he's going to be home for good now." 

Dunn, 36, of Port Richey, picked up his 3-year-old son, Adam, hugged his wife, Rachael, and smiled. 

"Everybody came home with all their fingers and toes," he said to the boy. "That's all that matters. We're all home safe." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.

