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BY KIM O’BRIEN ROOT
No one said it would be easy to be a military spouse.
Nothing anyone says prepares you for the deployments, the numerous moves and sometimes, the 

loneliness. As Annette Whittenberger, a 21-year Navy wife describes it, “We often feel isolated when we 
don’t feel like we have someone to talk to that can understand.”

But in this community, there are six women who stick out among the many military spouses out there. 
These are women who have learned to not just expect the unexpected, but to appreciate it. Women who 
discovered early on that being the other half to a military spouse means that sometimes, you have to dig 
down to find that little extra something to get through the day. For some, it’s helping other spouses navigate 
the military life. For others, it’s pursuing careers of their own, or advocating for others who need a voice. For 
all, it’s about family.

When we asked for nominees for Heroes at Home, spouses, friends and even company commanders 
wrote in, singing praises of dozens of spouses for their selfless ways of helping others. One conducted a 
fundraiser that raised over $11,000 for an iconic castle in Okinawa that burned down. Another founded an 
organization that allows students with military parents or family members to send care packages to them 
overseas.

Gunnery Sgt. Miguel Mendez said his wife Maria represents what military spouses do for each other and 
their families. “She never stops helping others and going out of her way to make someone smile,” he wrote. 
“Her stamina seems endless and she is a model for current military spouses and ... a mentor for spouses that 
will soon be joining our ranks.”

There were numerous accolades for our Heroes at Home winner, Jennifer Sturgeon, who has served 
alongside her husband as a diplomat spouse representing our country overseas for five years with United 
States embassies in Poland and Slovakia.

Our guide this year also recognizes military children. There are more than 1.2 million military children 
of active duty members worldwide, all who face the unique challenges that come from being a military kid, 
from missing your deployed parent to frequently changing schools and making new friends.

As Jennifer tells us, “We can all make an impact in our own ways.”

HONORING OUR UNSUNG HEROES FOR THEIR 
STRENGTH, MANY SACRIFICES AND  COMMITMENT 
TO OUR COMMUNITY.

The contents of this special section are not necessarily the official views of or endorsed by the U.S. government, the DoD, the DoT or the U.S. Coast Guard. Opinions of contributing writers do 
not necessarily reflect the opinions of Military Newspapers of Virginia or The Flagship®. The availability of these newspapers and the appearance of advertising in these publications, including any 
inserts or supplements, do not constitute edorsement by the federal government, the DoD, the DoT, the U.S. Coast Guard or Military Newspapers of Virginia of products or services advertised. 
Military Newspapers of Virginia is a private firm in no way connected to the Department of Defense or United States Coast Guard.
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I married my university love in 
September 2000 and have been with 
him through basic training, OCS and 
13 moves. I was a key spouse at our 

first duty station, taught AFTB courses 
and was an FRG leader on through my 
husband’s time with Special Forces (and 
all that comes with such a branch with 
the many times away that are not counted 
as deployments, in and out of countries 
in Africa, Georgia and Romania). For 
the past five years before coming back to 
Northern Virginia, I served alongside my 
husband as a diplomat spouse representing 
our country’s overseas United States 
embassies in Poland (three years) and 
Slovakia (two years). I attended JMAS 
training for four months with my husband 
to help serve besides him on U.S. embassy 
assignments. I understand the importance 
of a strong foundation, marriage and 
home front to support my husband. 

I was also a military child growing 
up and my dad retired after 20 years. My 
teenage boys are also planning to serve our 
country. We don’t plan on retiring soon. I 
love being able to serve our country beside 
my husband. I love the lifelong friendships 
made at each duty station and being a 
part of a community. I love the aspect 

of community service and outreach that 
comes with each duty station and all the 
possibilities that come with it. We can all 
make an impact in our own ways. We each 
have a season for being with our littles at 
home, going through transitions, having a 
spouse deployed, dealing with long hours 
and travels, and it is to do what is right for 
you and your family at the time and not 
comparing yourself to others. 

Don’t be afraid to start a book club, 
have a playdate, invite people over or 
follow through on ideas that pop into your 
mind. It always takes someone to start the 
initiative. Build community in a positive 
and encouraging way. Be a lifelong learner 
by reading, taking classes, joining clubs, 
continuing your education and building 
experiences. For those that feel isolated in 
the NOVA area, join a club, for there are 
so many to choose from here; each service 
branch has a service-related one here, 
Capital Area Military Spouses, Belvoir 
Spouses and so many more. I always try 
to have a mentor when working along my 
goals or an accountability partner.

Naivi and Mikaele Bernard are 
two of the best community 
volunteers that I have had the 
honor and the pleasure to meet 

and work with. Naivi and Mikaele are 
children of Staff Sgt. Nadja Bernard, a U.S. 
Army soldier who works in 4/3 Battalion 
under the prestigious 3rd U.S. Infantry 
Regiment, The Old Guard (TOG). Naivi’s 
younger brother, Mikaele, volunteers with 
his big sister in many local community 
events. At every local community event, 
you can always find these two volunteering 
together with their mom while serving their 
community with true dedication and grace. 

Naivi is super amazing for such a young 
lady and is a community volunteer. Naivi 
is unique in her own way. She is sociable, 
very intelligent, caring and kind. She is one 
to do anything asked of her, and she goes 
above and beyond by doing it with such 
motivation and a beautiful smile. No matter 
how difficult a task may be, you can count 
on Naivi’s joyful smile to brighten the day 
while completing the task at hand. She has 
such a giving heart and deep compassion 
for the welfare of others. Naivi has made 
outstanding contributions to our military 
community and by accomplishing some of 
her own educational and personal goals. 
When Mikaele Bernard’s name is mentioned, 
you know that people are talking about such 
an awesome young man and a remarkably 
committed community volunteer. Mikaele 
is super creative, outgoing, wicked smart 
and very considerate of others. He is one to 
always lend a hand to anyone who needs it. It 
is often for anyone to find Mikaele at one of 
the volunteer tables helping younger children 
with arts and crafts, helping the adults carry 
supplies and equipment or manning an 
youth activity area to ensure that everyone 

has what they need to participate. 
During Mikaele’s downtime, you will 

see him in deep concentration working 
on his schoolwork or registering for the 
next volunteer opportunity. With each 
PCS move, both Naivi and Mikaele have 
embraced their new surroundings with ease 
and often volunteer with their family at every 
community event. Both Mikaele and Naivi 
have helped many young newcomers to the 
community adjust to their new surroundings 
just as they had to when they arrived at the 
installation. Both Naivi and Mikaele are 
devoted community volunteers for Joint Base 
Myer Henderson Hall (JBM-HH) and are 
dedicated National Capital Region (NCR) 
volunteers. As community volunteers, Naivi 
has donated more than 30 volunteer hours 
a month supporting community activities 
and events within the National Capital 
Region (NCR). Mikaele has donated 20 or 
more volunteer hours a month supporting 
community activities and events within 
the National Capital Region (NCR) with 
his family. Both siblings sing together in 
the Holy Name Catholic Church choir of 
San Antonio, Texas, during their summer 
break. They often assist with the children’s 
activities at the annual U.S. Army Caisson’s 
Spring Open House and the annual U.S. 
Army Caisson’s Haunted Hayride and 
Stables on JBM-HH. Weekly, both children 
also volunteer with their mom at the Armed 
Forces Retirement Home (AFRH) in 
Washington, D.C. While Mikaele spends 
his time there interacting with the residents 
as well as making crafts for them since many 
of their loved ones are unable to come for 
visits for whatever reasons, Naivi is playing 
checkers and bingo with the residents since 
many of their loved ones are unable to visit. 

-Written by Carla Moss, Close Family Friend.        
 

Jennifer Sturgeon Years as a military spouse: 20
 
Number of  deployments: 2

Number of PCS moves: 13
Spouse of Lt. Col Mark Sturgeon | Pentagon, DC

FUN FACTs ABOUT Jennifer
I love the outdoors and hiking, and love to combine it with photography. 
I love pugs, and mine is now 8 years old. My husband and I lived across 
the street from each other in Germany as kids for a while and didn’t 
meet until university in Flagstaff, Ariz. I love to travel and explore and 
learn about other cultures and food. I have a birthmark on my foot in 
the shape of Texas.

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Parish Council at Nativity Catholic Church: Board member,  Feb. 
2020-present

•  ECHO: Family counselor, supporting local community members in need with 
supplying resources, financial assistance, clothing and food to include veterans, 
Oct. 2019-present

•  NOVA DogTags: Founder, providing free dog care for active duty and veteran 
families, Aug. 2019-present

•  Life Teen at Nativity Catholic Church: Youth Ministry assistant, 
Aug. 2018-present

Military Spouse of the Year

Military Childern of the Year

Mikaele & Naivi Bernard 
Children of Staff Sgt. Nadja Bernard | Joint Base Myer, va
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My husband and I were dual 
military for over 17 years. 
I have been a military 
spouse for over 21 years. 

I am an entrepreneur, speaker, writer, 
podcaster, mom and military spouse. I 
am able to give perspective from those 
areas on how to live this type of lifestyle. 
The best part of being in a military 
family is the connections. I have gained 
so many new family members that can 
truly understand the ins and outs of what 
it is to be military. We often feel isolated 
when we don’t feel like we have someone 
to talk to that can understand. Just like 
the soldiers feel like they have that bond 
and camaraderie, it is important for the 
families to feel the same. 

The one thing military families are 
facing that I would like to see improved 
is health care. I have experienced some 
issues with receiving care especially 
when not located near a military 

base. The differences with Tricare are 
frustrating and could be improved in 
regards to where you can be seen and 
who accepts what type of insurance. This 
is very important especially now when it 
comes to mental health care. I work in 
the mental health space. Since I myself 
live with PTSD, anxiety and depression, 
I have now created a safe space though 
my website (www.awildridecalledlife.
com) and my podcast (The Truths We 
Hide) for those who are suffering or 
who have suffered to use their voice 
to share their story. I help those with 
mental illness learn to live with it (with 
coping skills) instead of suffer from it. 
My words of wisdom for other military 
spouses is never lose yourself, stay true 
to yourself. Find your passion/what sets 
your soul on fire and do that no matter 
what it takes. Find your tribe and keep 
them close.

My husband and I met in 
college while working 
to gain our commission 
through the Reserve 

Officer Training Corps (ROTC). He 
was commissioned in 2006 and went off 
to New Mexico to start his Air Force 
career while I remained in California to 
finish my last year of college. In March of 
2013, we were married and the following 
June I graduated and commissioned into 
the Air Force. I served in the Air Force 
for six years and we spent most of those 
six years apart due to countless TDYs 
and my deployment. When I found out 
I was pregnant with our first son, I made 
the hard choice to leave the military and 
become a stay-at-home mom and follow 
my husband’s military career. It was a 
hard transition and I realized my role as 
a military spouse was drastically more 
difficult than I ever expected. In our 
local base community, I am a member 
of the board and help coordinate a 
monthly recipe club that allows military 
spouses to meet up regularly and chat 
and connect. I am also on the leadership 
team for Military Wives Connect, a 
local church-provided ministry that 
allows military wives to come together 

and connect. 
I am the social media coordinator for 

the group and create a monthly newsletter, 
manage the Facebook group and help 
with the behind-the-scenes work that 
makes each monthly meeting happen. I 
also host a weekly podcast, Women of 
the Military Podcast, where I interview 
women who have served in the military. 
I have interviewed the 23rd Secretary of 
the Air Force, Deborah James, retired 
Brig. Gen. Wilma Vaught and retired 
Maj. Gen. Mari Eder. The podcast 
gives a voice to a forgotten segment of 
military members: women. This podcast 
is focused on service women, but since 
many servicewomen leave the service 
to be military spouses, military spouse 
issues are a common theme. The podcast 
goal is to bring community among all 
military women. We all have a story to 
tell and we can all help each other. Don’t 
let comparison lead you to think that 
your story doesn’t matter or that you are 
not good enough to make an impact. 
We all can do something and we are all 
different. Do what you can and ask for 
help when you need it. Together we can 
do so much more.

Annette Whittenberger

Years as a military spouse: 21+
 
Number of  deployments: 5

Number of PCS moves: 8

Spouse of Col. Kirk Whittenberger | Pentagon, DC

FUN FACTS ABOUT Annette 
I love to laugh even if I have to laugh at myself. I love to sing ... 
anywhere at any time. I love to take pictures (I may or may not have 
over 15K on my phone).

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  American Foundation for Suicide Prevention: Presenter

•  Trauma Survivor Network: Peer visitor/attendee

•  Robinson High School: Booth mom

•  Veterati: Mentor

•  Arizona State University: Mentor

•  A Wild Ride Called Life: Coach/mentor

Honoree

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
• Virginia Run Elementary School: Lego Club volunteer/co-leader,  
coordinate sign up/paperwork for school leaders, set up for meetings, send 
weekly emails to parents with photos and updates, 2018-2020

• Mothers of Preschoolers: Service sroject coordinator/discussion group 
leader/social media coordinator, 2018-present

• Military Wives Connection Group: Social Media Coordinator, attend 
monthly meetings, create and send a monthly newsletter, manage the 
Facebook group, 2019-present

Amanda HuffmanYears as a military spouse: 13
 
Number of  deployments: 1

Number of PCS moves: 4 Spouse of Maj. Michael Huffman | Pentagon, DC

FUN FACTS ABOUT Amanda
I love spending time at Disney Parks. When we lived in Cal-
ifornia we got passes and my love for Disney increased to an 
exponential level. We try to go to the parks at least once a year. 
I attend a moms’ bootcamp twice a week to get fit and spend 
time with my friends. I am a mom of two boys, ages 4 and 6. 
My husband and I spend most nights (when he isn’t TDY) 
watching YouTube or movies in our basement.

Honoree



Annette Whittenberger

Ihave been a military spouse for 
17 years. For the first part of my 
life as a military spouse, I didn’t 
know what I was doing or how 
to get involved. Then I found 

the Key volunteer program and became 
a volunteer, then a family readiness 
advisor, and in Okinawa I volunteered 
as a cultural advisor to strengthen the 
U.S./Japan relationship while also 
volunteering where I was needed. Now 
stationed in Quantico, Va., I’m getting 
involved with the international spouse 
community here. The support I have 
received from the community has been 
incredible. When your husband is 
deployed or you need help, you know 
you can always count on this community 
to be there for you, just like you are for 
them. We all walk the same lifestyle 
and we “get” each other ... our struggles, 
joys, frustration, all of it. It truly has 
been a way of life. 

I have made myself available through 
social media avenues for anyone to 
contact me with any questions they have 
about Japan, or what to do or not to do 
culturally through a couple of Facebook 
pages I administrate specifically for 
those transitioning to Japan or in 

Japan. I help make connections to other 
spouses so each one of them needing 
help with something can be connected 
with the right people. When people 
write to me or talk to me about how I’ve 
helped improve their lives or even their 
family’s lives has always been the best 
experience! But more recently, I was able 
to conduct a fundraiser that raised over 
$11,000 for an iconic castle in Okinawa 
that burned down. I was able to travel 
back to Okinawa and hand-deliver the 
funds to the governor of Okinawa, 
which was an amazing experience 
that I believed helped the local people 
understand more about how much the 
military families in Okinawa care about 
what happens on their land. 

All of my time as a military spouse 
has been dedicated to raising my 
three children and giving back to the 
community that has taken care of me 
and my family. My words of wisdom 
for any new military spouses is to get 
yourself plugged in somewhere, and 
don’t be afraid to ask for help.

M y husband Miguel works in 
communications, specifically 
radio communication systems. 
He began his military career 

in Twentynine Palms, Calif., where he 
deployed twice to Iraq. His third deployment 
was with the 13th Marine Expeditionary 
Unit, Ca. His current assignment is a 
communicator onboard Marine One. 

Early in my journey as a military spouse, 
I depended on my husband to introduce 
me to friends and spouses of other service 
members. As I became more accustomed 
to the military lifestyle and learned about 
family services and their programs, I took 
a chance and joined a few programs. Not 
all of them were military related but the 
members of the programs were mainly 
military spouses. Once I found the groups I 
liked, I was able to cope with my husband’s 
deployments, TAD trips and the ever-
changing schedule.

I had to learn how to be independent 
and not have to rely on my husband to 
be here. It was and still is difficult to 
play the mom, dad and home manager 
but through my experiences and help 
from my friends, I found a way to better 
deal with it. The tricky part is learning 
to share these responsibilities when my 

husband returns from his TAD trips. I’ve 
learned that flexibility and adaptability 
have helped me balance family, work and 
military life. When I come in contact with 
younger spouses I give them advice and 
share my experiences with them. I’ve taken 
care of their kids when there has been a 
family medical emergency. Sometimes it 
works, and sometimes some spouses just 
want someone to talk to that shares their 
struggles.

Though the moves can have their 
difficulties, I love the fact that I have lived in 
different states, on two coasts, and the best 
part of it is meeting new people. It’s a unique 
experience and opportunity to know people 
all over the country. As I move around I get 
to meet new people and if I’m lucky, I get 
to reunite with old friends. Although they 
do not fully understand it now, my children 
will also be able to say the same thing. 
I would tell a new spouse to practice that 
and also learn how to turn it off when your 
service member comes home and work as 
a team again. It takes a lot of work to get 
to this and it requires buy-in from both the 
service member and the spouse, but once 
they figure it out their relationship works 
like a well-oiled machine.

Mari Gregory Years as a military spouse: 17
 
Number of  deployments: 7

Number of PCS moves: 7Spouse of Maj. Indigo Gregory | Quantico, VA

FUN FACTs ABOUT MAri
I was born in Japan ... my father is Japanese and my mother is American. 
I grew up bilingual and bicultural so my passion was always about 
bringing two communities closer together. I went to Japanese schools 
K-12, then went to college in the U.S. and graduated with a major in 
psychology and family studies. I love to travel, sing, cook and see the 
smiles on my children’s faces! 

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS

•  Marine Corps Community Services: Cultural advisor, 2016-2019

•  American Forces Network: Okinawa monthly culture show host, 2017-2019

•  North Island Officer’s Spouses’ Club: Field trip coordinator, 2017-2019

•  Okinawa Radio Show: Host, educate the Japanese population about 
American and military culture, 2017-2019

•  Camp Lejeune: Family Readiness advisor, 2015-2016

honoree

honoree

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS
•  Stroller Warriors:  Couch to crazy coordinator and announcer, 2018-present

•  Military Wives Connect: Member, various church events and cooking meals for 
homeless shelters, 2019-present

Maria MendezYears as a military spouse: 12 

Number of  deployments: 3

Number of PCS moves: 4 Spouse of Miguel Mendez Jr | Quantico,VA

FUN FACTS ABOUT MARIA
I’m from Houston, Texas. I went from no running to completing 
a half marathon over a period of six months. This was a major 
accomplishment for me. I enjoy having a cup of coffee with good 
friends at any time of the day.



Ihave been a military spouse for four 
years. Despite its ups and downs, it 
has been an honor to be part of such 
an incredible community. During 

our time in North Carolina and Virginia, 
we have experienced deployments and 
long-term separation for training. We 
have two children who are proud to be 
military kids. The best part about being 
a military family is the adventures we 
get to experience and the friendships. 
We have met some of our best friends 
through the military and for that, we 
will be forever grateful. The military 
fosters such a sense of community and 
creates instant connections among 
each other. Having such an amazing 
community and their support makes any 
military hardship manageable. 

Balancing family/work/military life 
is not always easy. As a full-time teacher 
and mom of two, life can get hectic. It 
is important to me to be the best mom 
and wife I can be and I’m very lucky 
to have a husband that supports, helps 
and uplifts me. While my husband is 
away, life can get especially tricky. The 
support of my friends and the military 
community make life possible during 
the difficult times! Life is all about 

balance. My primary focus is supporting 
military families, especially children. 
At my school, I founded Operation 
Hometown Heroes. This organization 
allows students with military parents or 
family members to send care packages 
to them overseas. For the care packages, 
we collect schoolwork, take pictures and 
send goodies. The students really love 
the connection they get to have with 
their parents while they are separated. 
During my tenure in Virginia, I led my 
school into obtaining the Purple Star 
designation that recognizes exceptional 
efforts by a school to support military 
families. Because of this effort, Ashland 
Elementary was one of the first schools 
in the state to receive this designation. 
I have also organized and utilized 
a DODEA grant to provide extra 
tutoring, free of cost, to at-risk military 
students. It is so important to make the 
best out of every hardship and situation. 
Being a military spouse is the greatest 
adventure you’ll ever partake in — don’t 
let that pass you by!

Hon0ree

VOLUNTEER SERVICE HIGHLIGHTS

•  Operation Hometown Heroes: Founder, 2017-2020

•  Military Family staff coordinator: 2017-2020

•  Purple Star Committee: Chairperson, 2017-2020

Rachel BaxterYears as a military spouse: 4
 
Number of  deployments: 4

Number of PCS moves: 2 Spouse of E-7 Jordan Baxter | Quantico, Va

FUN FACT ABOUT Rachel
I have two children and two cats. My favorite color is purple. I’ve lived 
in Baltimore City and my favorite animal is a dolphin.
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Starting at $15,500* • 38 MPG HWY • 4 YR./50,000 MILE BASIC WARRANTY

Bigger and Better looking and more Fuel Effi cient than a Mini Cooper. This 3 door hatchback mixes Italian-styling with fun to drive personality.

Introducing the New 2012 FIAT 500Life is best when driven. 

Exclusive Sales-Service-Parts

LIVING BIG
Never Cost So Little!

*ONE AT ADVERTISED PRICE OR WILL ORDER NEW 2012 MODELS. TITLE, TAXES, TAGS, $489 PROCESSING FEE, $500 FREIGHT EXTRA. ALL OFFERS WITH APPROVED CREDIT. SEE SOUTHERN FIAT FOR DETAILS. ✝$1500 BONUS CASH ON SELECT POP MODELS.   SouthernFIAT.com

For A Limited Time - 
$1500 Bonus Cash Plus $500 Military Appreciation Bonus Cash$2000 Cash Incentive✝

GET THE 
PA PE R 
DELIVERED 
TO YOUR 
DOOR FOR 
FREE!
*Some restrictions apply. See newspaper for details. ** 
Home delivery available in the cities of Norfolk, Virginia 

Beach, Chesapeake, and Portsmouth

Amanda Daley
Amanda Huffman

Angelia Rico 
Annette Whitttenberger

Brittany Beaver

Elizabeth Simmons
Jennifer Sturgeon

Jessica Ott
Mari Gregory
Maria Evans

Maria Mendez
Rachel Baxter

Savannaha Mills

Addison R.
Kayleigh T.
Melanie C.

Mikaele B.
Naivi B.
Tyler W.

Join us in honoring all of this year’s nominees for their strengths,
their sacrifices and their commitment to our community.

The Heroes at Home finalists and winner were chosen from the nominees below. The nominations were 
provided by active duty personnel from all branches of the military, spouse support groups, charitable 

organizations, friends and family

2020 Nominees
Heroes at Home Awards

Military Spouse of the Year Nominees 

Military Child of the Year Nominees 

Thank you

Presented by: 

Hosted by: 

TO OUR GENEROUS SPONSORS

Bronze Sponsors Supporting Sponsor

M I L I TA R Y

NEWS

Kind words from the nominators.
Amanda Huffman

“Her passion for supporting, encouraging, and championing 
women associated with the military is admirable and is helping 

spotlight many who serve our nation in a variety of ways.”
– Dawn Gomillion, friend

Annette Whittenberger
“She is an advocate in the mental health arena.  She is an 

inspiration for the military spouse and veteran community.”
– Amanda Huffman, friend

Jennifer Sturgeon
“She is always thinking of others and how she can impact the 

lives of others.  She has the seed of community service in her 
heart and will keep on serving alongside her husband.”

 – Carson Sturgeon, son

Mari Gregory
“She is a true hero at home and abroad.  She brings cultures 

and passions together and encourages many to get out and 
volunteer in any location/duty station.” 

– Aubrie Owens, friend

Maria Mendez
“She never stops helping others and going out of her way to 

make someone smile. Her stamina seems endless and she is a 
model for current military spouses and ... a mentor for spouses 

that will soon be joining our ranks.” 
– Miguel Mendez, husband

Rachel Baxter
“Her ability to juggle work, family and the countless 

additional hours to volunteer for clubs and resources that benefit 
our military community is outstanding!” 

- Sarah Leclercq, friend

WE LOOK FORWARD TO HONORING MORE MILITARY 
SPOUSES AND CHILDREN WITH YOU NEXT YEAR. THANK YOU.


