
  

surfing. It has also been instru-

mental in assisting the veterans 

with finding employment, ob-

tain a case worker, assist with 

VA benefits, and other needs. 

Home Again St. Johns has the 

management responsibility 

while the Veterans Council 

provides veterans guidance.  

These programs receive a lot of 

visibility as they involve our 

local citizens in the communi-

ty. What isn’t evident is the 

many things the Veterans 

Council does on a daily basis to 

help our veterans in need such 

as  financial assistance with 

rent, utilities, home and car 

repairs, transportation, food , 

insurance, housing, and many 

other needs that the Veterans 

Council provides. These will be 

provided in more detail in a 

year end report in this newslet-

ter.  

 

Bill Dudley 

Chairman 

Veterans Council of St. Johns 

County,Inc.  

 

Fellow Veterans, 

As we head into the new 

year, I would like to reflect 

back on 2024 and the many 

things the Veterans Council 

achieved during the year. A 

more detailed accounting of 

the year is included in this 

edition of the Patriot Reader 

but I would like to highlight 

in my Chairman’s letter 

some of the accomplish-

ments of the Council and to 

give credit to many of the 

volunteers who stepped for-

ward during the year to 

make these accomplishments 

possible. Our biggest event 

of the year has become our 

annual signature event by 

honoring all veterans on  

Veterans Day. The VDP 

committee works diligently 

for most of the year to make 

this program a huge success. 

Each of the members of this 

committee were recognized 

at this years Veterans Day 

Program at Anastasia Baptist 

Church. These are all volun-

teers who give unselfishly of 

their time.  

 

Memorial Day is our second 

biggest event that is spear-

headed by our local  MOAA-

ACC Chapter. This is also 

accomplished with volun-

teers from both organiza-

tions that gather each Memorial 

Day at St. Augustine National 

Cemetery to honor those who 

gave their all in the service of 

our country.  

 

An event that has grown expo-

nentially over the past several 

years is the Wreaths Across 

America program held the sec-

ond Saturday of December each 

year. This program has grown in 

attendance from about 50 at-

tendees when the Veterans 

Council assumed responsibility 

for the program several years 

ago to over 450 this year. Our 

commitment to assure every 

headstone in the St. Augustine 

National Cemetery has a Holi-

day wreath each year has been 

honored and we have a plan in 

place to assure the continued 

success of this program. Again, 

this has all been made possible 

by our volunteers and the com-

munity that purchases wreaths 

each year.    

 

In partnership with Home Again 

St. Johns, we were fortunate to 

be able to purchase a local motel 

in March and repurpose it into a 

facility to house homeless veter-

ans. Given the name Veterans 

Village, it has been highly suc-

cessful in providing shelter for 

20 veterans that were previous-

ly homeless on the streets, 

sleeping in their cars or couch 

    From Veterans Council Chairman Bill Dudley February  2025      Volume 15, Issue  2 
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The Veterans Council of St. Johns County meets on the last 

Thursday of the month, all are invited to attend.  We meet 

at the County Health &    Human Services Building, 200 

San   Sebastian View, at 7 pm in the Muscovy room.     

                   
    Upcoming Speakers        

 

January 30, 2025 

Katie Eller, Director of Development, HorsePlay Therapy Center 

Robert Speta, US Navy Veteran, First Coast News Meteorologist 

February 27, 2025 

Maggie Beckerman, VP/Trainer, K9Line, Inc. 

Dr George Ann Rice, Patriots to Education, Zoom presentation 

March 27 

 Anne Kazel, Author of West Point ‘41 

Bataan. North Africa. Sicily. Omaha Beach. The Ardennes. West Point 41: The Class 

That Went to War and Shaped America is an uplifting story of ordinary young men in 

extraordinary times, in extraordinary places, who graduated directly into the teeth of 

battle and displayed unwavering leadership, honor, duty, and determination.  

April 24 

Matt Mildorf,  Outreach Recruiting Mgr, Warrior Scholar  

Ron Howard, the National Pathfinders Assoc. Mission 

May 29 

Rich Possert, Operation New Uniform 

James Smith, Holly Powers, St. Augustine Lighthouse 

June 26 

Rick McAllister, Vietnam “Tunnel Rats” 
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A Summary of the Council’s Activities for 2024  

Our Council was established in July 2001 by proclamation of the SJC Board of County 

Commissioners.   

The VC has grown exponentially since that time and today is consid-

ered one of the most active and engaged Councils in the State sup-

porting our veterans.  

Each year, the VCSJC working with the local MOAA Chapter con-

ducts a Memorial Day Service at the St. Augustine National Ceme-

tery. We also host a Veterans Day program each Nov.11 at Anastasia 

Baptist Church that is attended by well over 1000 attendees.  

In December each year we conduct the Wreaths Across America pro-

gram at SANC that usually has about 500 in attendance.  

The Veterans Council was responsible for establishing a Veterans 

Treatment Court about 8 years ago that has been highly successful. 

We have graduated 116 veterans from the program to date.  We 

currently have 40 veterans in the pipeline.  

In March of this year, the VCSJC in collaboration with Home 

Again St. Johns purchased a motel in St. Augustine and have repur-

posed it into a homeless shelter for veterans. This has provided us 

with the ability to remove over 20 homeless veterans from the street.    

In addition to the above activities, the VCSJC meets with needy vet-

erans on a very regular basis to provide them with help with their fi-

nancial needs such as rent, food, insurance, car payments, house and 

automobile repairs, utility payments, security deposits and first 

month rent when moving into apartments or a house. We also pur-

chase gas cards as well as food cards for those veterans who are in need of gas and food. We 

conduct a monthly visit to Aldi's to restock the food pantry at the local VSO office. The Vet-

erans Council has a goodly amount of donated clothing and household furniture that we pro 
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vide those veterans and their family who are in need of such.  2024’s total expenses for vet-

erans assistance was $130,733.  

In addition to the above items that all have a financial implication, we assist veterans with as-

sistance in arranging for honor guards for funerals, Memorial services, and other similar 

needs by family members.  

We support two local high schools JROTC program honor cadets with a $1000 scholarship 

each year at graduation. We recently made a $1000 donation to the Young Marines in Jack-

sonville to help with their upcoming trip to Pearl Harbor. We also participate in the St. Jo-

seph’s Academy Veteran’s Heritage Project and donate $1000 to support this program each 

year.  

The secretary of the Veterans Council provided a Thanksgiving meal to all the veterans 

housed at Veterans Village as well as each of the staff.  

The Veterans Council provided two donated vehicles to veterans during the year as well as 

several bicycles and E-Bikes.  

A huge assortment of donated clothing was provided to hurricane victims in Western North 

Carolina and more will be donated as we accumulate a sufficient quantity.   

Our income for the Council comes from donations from local organizations, various grant 

programs, individual donations, estate settlements, and gifts in kind. Our income for 2024 

was slightly over $144,000 

Our Board is made up of all volunteers and no member of our Board receives any compen-

sation.    

 

Bill Dudley 

Chairman 

Veterans Council of St. Johns County. Inc. 
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Wreaths Across America, St Augustine             

National Cemetery 2024 

photos from Jerry Hanchett, by David Watt 
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From Rick McAllister 

Saturday morning, January 11, 2024  volunteers removed the 

wreaths from the headstones at the National Cemetery. The 

wreaths were placed there on the December 14 Wreaths Across 

America ceremony. Thank you to all who helped.  
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On Friday December 27th members of the Florida National Guard 

toured Quarters 1 during the annual open house in St. Augustine, Fla. 

Major General John D. Haas, The Adjutant General of Florida, and his 

wife, Mrs. Lisa Haas, welcomed members to the historical Officers 

Quarters that were built to house military officers in 1882. General of-

ficers for the #FLNG have traditionally resided in Quarters 1 through-

out their appointed terms. The annual open house granted members of 

the FLNG and support assets the opportunity to tour the home and 

learn more about its rich history.  
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Vietnam Voices 

The Town of Hilliard and VFW Post 10095 have partnered to bring "Vietnam 

Voices", a special program to honor Veterans in Nassau County. This will in-

clude a heartwarming display of the Vietnam Traveling Memorial Wall which 

will be placed at the Northeast Florida Fairgrounds from April 17 - April 21, 

2025. The Vietnam Traveling Wall is a 3/5 scale replica of the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial in Washington, D.C. and honors the sacrifices made by those who 

served in the Vietnam War. Having it placed in Nassau County will give our 

community the opportunity to reflect, honor and remember.  

"Vietnam Voices" will also include a special Veteran Dinner on April 18, 2025 

from 5:00-700 p.m. at the Callahan Fairgrounds. This heartfelt evening will 

feature a delicious meal provided by Mission BBQ and allow Veterans to come 

together, share stories and enjoy a memorable evening. All Nassau County Vet-

erans are invited to participate. Pre-registration is required. Reserve your 

spot today by clicking the link below. There is no cost to participate.  

If you have any questions, please contact the Town of Hilliard at (904) 845-

3555. 

Registration Link: https://www.ticketleap.events/.../vietnam-veteran-

dinner... 

Town of Hilliard, Florida 

mailto:https://www.ticketleap.events/.../vietnam-veteran-dinner...
mailto:https://www.ticketleap.events/.../vietnam-veteran-dinner...
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Four Chaplains Interfaith Service  

February 3, 2025 - 10am 

6112 POW-MIA Memorial Parkway  

Jacksonville, FL 32221 

In the early morning hours, on February 3, 1943, the American 

troopship USS DORCHESTER was torpedoed by a German subma-

rine in the North Atlantic. After saving many lives, the Four Chap-

lains -- two ministers, a priest, and a rabbi gave their own life jackets 

to four GIs and went down with the ship.  

Four Chaplains Day, observed on February 3rd each year, commemo-

rates the heroic actions of four military chaplains during World War 

II. On February 3, 1943, the troop ship SS Dorchester was torpedoed 

by a German U-boat in the North Atlantic.  
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MOPH Chapter 316 presented a plaque to Volusia 

County Veteran Services Director Bob Watson. 

Watson has helped hundreds of veterans receive military ben-

efits and services. Watson’s dedication to his country, his fel-

low veterans, and community, is a testimony to his character.  

Cheers to your retirement and to a veteran who has given so 

much.  

Enjoy your well deserved retirement. 
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        VETERANS COUNCIL OF ST. JOHNS COUNTY 

MINUTES OF GENERAL MEMBERSHIP MEETING 

DECEMBER 19, 2024 

CALL TO ORDER: Chairman Dudley 

WELCOME AND OPENING REMARKS: Chairman Dudley 

INVOCATION: Chairman Dudley  

PLEDGE: Chairman Dudley 

MINUTES OF LAST MEETING: Minutes of last meeting conducted No-

vember 21, 2024, were presented by Chairman Dudley. Copies of the 

Minutes are available on the sign-in table and were sent to members 

electronically by the Secretary. The minutes were approved by voice 

vote with no changes.  

TREASURER’S REPORT: Treasurer Mountcastle presented the Treasur-

er’s Report to the Council. As of November 20, 2024, the Council’s to-

tal liquid cash balance was $178,581.56. Treasurer Mountcastle went 

over the Treasurer’s Report including all incoming funds and expens-

es going out. The floor was open for any questions. The Treasurer’s Re-

port was approved by voice vote with no changes.  

 

INTRODUCTION OF NEW GUESTS: New attendees introduced them-

selves and who they represent. 

SPEAKERS: 

ALISON SIMPSON, COMMAND HISTORIAN, FL NATIONAL GUARD 
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Alison Simpson presented the Veterans Council with a slideshow 

presentation on the history of the Florida National Guard. The 

slideshow depicted the complete history, from the inception of to to-

day’s Florida National Guard, during her presentation. The floor was 

open to any questions.  

STEPHEN HUDSON, FOUNDER, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR AI READY 

VETERAN 

Stephen Hudson presented the Council with his background infor-

mation, including his service in the military. Mr. Hudson is the Exec-

utive Director AI Ready Veteran. AI Ready Veteran is a 501(c)3 pro-

gram that helps the Veterans returning to civilian society with their 

transition from active duty. The platform of AI Ready Veteran is availa-

ble to all Veterans and their families. Mr. Hudson gave a thorough, de-

tailed slideshow presentation on what can be accomplished by Veter-

ans in their return to civilian life through AI Ready Veteran. The in-

formation provided can be obtained on the website AIReadyVeter-

an.org. The floor was open for questions and answers.  

VETERANS SERVICE OFFICE, MAC MCDERMOTT  

Mr. McDermott spoke of the VA’s implementing a new model of 

scheduling appointments with the VA clinics. The new application is 

known as ISS -Integrated Scheduling System. It will consolidate sev-

eral scheduling applications into one location. This will help Veterans 

scheduling appointments in a more complete and timely manner. 

There are many complaints about the current system and hopefully 

this will correct the ease of scheduling. Mr. McDermott spoke of 

helping the widows of Veterans obtain the DICA compensation. If the  
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Veterans service-related disability caused his death, the widow can 

receive DICA compensation. With the “10-year rule” (Veteran has re-

ceived disability for over 10 years), the widow will receive the benefit 

no matter the cause of death and it is immediately granted by the Vet-

erans Administration without the Veteran Service Officer having to 

complete the paperwork. The Veteran’s Administration is now using 

AI to help get these benefits to the surviving spouse immediately,  

Mr. McDermott gave an update on how the SJC Veterans Service Of-

fice is still in need of Service Officers to help with the influx of local 

Veterans coming for assistance. The procedure of hiring is in the pro-

cess of happening.  

VETERANS TREATMENT COURT, JOHN LESLIE 

Mr. Leslie introduced himself and gave a history and what the Veter-

ans Treatment Court (VTC) does for our Veterans in the legal system, 

now in its eighth year. Mr. Leslie gave an update on the VTC and the 

number of participants SJC has helped through the legal system pro-

cess. There is always a need for mentors to help with the VTC pro-

gram. Everyone was invited to attend the new Court Hearing for the 

VTC on December 20th. The floor was open to questions. 

UNFINISHED/NEW BUSINESS 

Chairman Dudley spoke of the Veterans Council teaming with Home 

Again St Johns and Florida Power and Light completing a lighting 

program to provide Holiday Lights to the Veterans Village. There was a 

big turnout for help, and everyone had a great afternoon. FPL has also 

given the Veterans Council a $7,000 check to help with the installation 

of the flags at Veterans Village.  
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The Wreaths Across America Program was a remarkable success again 

this year – the Veterans Council’s 12th year of participating in the pro-

gram. Every headstone in the National Cemetery in St. Augustine had 

a wreath placed on it. Veterans Council is already preparing for next 

year’s program with Wreaths Across America.  

Chairman Dudley spoke of the Veterans Council helping the partici-

pants in the Veterans Treatment Court, some who have suffered finan-

cially this past year. The Veterans Council will hand out Christmas 

Cards on the December 20th court date with a gift card from Walmart 

for what their needs may be this Christmas. Anastasia Baptist Church 

also assisted with gifting these Veterans.  

The Veterans Council is in good financial standing at this year’s end. It 

is because of all the grants that are applied for and the fact that this is 

a very giving community with great support with financial assistance.  

A Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year was wished for all.  

The floor was open for discussion and added information.  

Next Veterans Council meeting will be held on Thursday, January 30th 

beginning at 7:00 pm. 

 

The meeting adjourned at 8:35 pm. 

Respectfully submitted, 

William Dudley, Chairman  
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Jerry Domask’s Triathlon: Faith, Family, and Giving Back 

It’s Sunday morning and a new day is dawning in Jacksonville Beach, Florida. The surf 

is up and early risers have come to catch a wave or a fish. 84

-year-old Jerry Domask has come to take a swim. 

“There’s never a bad day in the ocean,” Jerry told Growing 

Bolder. “Some of them are better than others.” 

Domask is easily the oldest member of the Duval Ocean 

Swimmers, a large group that swims a mile or two every day — rain, shine, or even in 

near tropical storm conditions.  

“I love it. I swim year-round,” Jerry shared. “It’s always different. The ones that are the 

toughest are the ones you always remember, like anything in life.” 

“Jerry’s inspires everybody,” said Giancarlo Bertozzi, a younger swimmer in Jerry’s 

group. “Twenty-two-year-olds look at him and go, ‘Wow, he’s still at it. That’s incredi-

ble.’ It shows that you can still really, really be strong, even as you get up there in age.” 

 

“I didn’t really start swimming until I was 66,” Domask said. “I started swimming be-

tween two buoys, 25 yards apart, and I’d hang on and hold on for dear life. Eventually, 

I built up to where I am now. 

“The ocean is where I think. This is creativity. I feel at home. I feel part of the uni-

verse,” continued Domask. “I’m getting better as I get older. I can do more, I can pro-

duce more. I have a greater amount of energy and discipline.”   

“I work in healthcare, and I work a lot with seniors, and having people like Jerry who 

demonstrate that you can go out and be active, and do the things you love, and be 

around people of all ages, does a lot to inspire seniors,” said Kevin Kenney, a swimmer 

in Domask’s group. 

Swimming is only one of Jerry’s passions. He’s a world-ranked triathlete, a fine artist 
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whose paintings and sculptures are widely collected, a proud Vietnam Veteran and a 

widower who lost his wife of 60 years not long ago and still celebrates their love daily.    

Mary is buried at The National Cemetery in Jacksonville, Florida where Jerry was com-

missioned to create a Vietnam Memorial welcoming Veterans home. He’s contributed to 

multiple veterans exhibits, including creating a provocative series of paintings for an ex-

hibit called Reflections, Vietnam War 45 Years Later in which he dealt with his own post

-traumatic stress disorder. Jerry not only speaks for Veterans through his art, but he also 

counsels them in person.     

“I call them my foxhole buddies,” Domask shared. “If you haven’t been in a hostile envi-

ronment, people that haven’t been there will never understand, and everybody comes 

back changed.” 

In his mid-80s, despite enduring the trauma of war, losing friends and his beloved wife, 

despite some serious health challenges, Jerry Domask continues to live a life he loves. 

He’s determined to make a difference in the lives of others and believes he’s stronger, 

wiser, and more creative than ever.  

“I can do anything,” says Domask. “I do not want to be repetitive. I want to go where I 

have not gone before. That’s my freedom. All I have to do is appease myself. I’m more 

creative. I’m fearless.” 

Jerry Domask is a man of many talents and one whose life is guided by three princi-

ples:   

“It’s faith, family, and giving back,” says Domask. “Absolutely no question about it. If 

you got that, there’s nothing left.” 
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 Major Dade’s Fateful Day 

During the early morning hours of December 28, 1835, light rain started and 

the temperature had dropped. The troops shivered as they dressed and pre-

pared for the day. Overcoats were put on over their muskets, cartridge boxes 

and bags to keep them from getting wet. Everyone was confident- they had 

made it through five days of marching and were less than 40 miles from Fort 

King. There had been no direct contact with Seminoles- they felt they could 

move quicker and without as much caution because of that lack of contact. 

As the troops made their way into what is now Dade Battlefield Historic State 

Park, they had no idea most of them would not survive the day. Unbeknownst 

to them, they were surrounded by Seminoles, camouflaged by the natural sur-

roundings. Chief Micanopy rose from his hiding place, fired a shot and hit Ma-

jor Dade, the bullet traveling straight through his heart. Approximately 180 

Seminole warriors rose from under palmettos and behind trees and, within 

seconds, half the command was wound-

ed or killed. The soldiers immediately 

reacted but struggled with their over-

coats to get to their muskets and car-

tridge boxes before they could return 

fire. Troops were directed to build de-

fensive walls out of logs called a breast-

works. Over the next few hours, troops 

and Seminoles continued to fight each 

other. All but three soldiers were killed 

on that day and one of those soldiers 

was killed while attempting to make it 

back to Fort Brooke. Of the 180 Semi-

nole warriors who fought in the battle, 

three lost their lives. This battle started 

the Second Seminole War which lasted 

until 1842. It was the longest and dead-

liest of any of the Indian Wars. 
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'Light at the end of the tunnel':          

How K9s for Warriors helped                    

a St. Augustine veteran 

K9s For Warriors helps a St. Augustine      

resident find hope through recovery 

Lucia Viti, St. Augustine Record 

Statistics show that nearly 20 military veterans in the U.S. com-

mit suicide every day, and many find it difficult to adjust to civil-

ian life. 

K9s for Warriors pairs military veterans suffering from PTSD, traumatic brain in-

jury and military sexual trauma with service dogs raised by volunteers or rescued 

from shelters. 

Founded in 2011, the St. Johns County-based organization procures dogs from an-

imal shelters, including some the are high-kill shelters euthanizing more than 

1,000 dogs a day. Dogs are also donated or surrendered by owners. 

Dogs selected for the program are trained to empower veterans to live inde-

pendently with dignity. 

“Our program allows us to save rescue dogs in conjunction with saving Veterans’ 

lives,” K9s for Warriors says on its website. “To date, our team has rescued more 

than 2,000 dogs.” 

Becca Stephens of St. Augustine is one of the beneficiaries of the program. 

Stephens served in the U.S. Army but later suffered a 10-year drug addiction, only 

to land on her feet with a K9 canine by her side. Today, she leads a life of service, 

giving back to those sidelined by addiction and poor decisions. 
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The St. Augustine Record: Please share your 

military background. 

Becca Stephens: I joined the U.S. Army in 

2007 and remained on active duty until 

2011. I worked with computers and radios as 

a single support specialist. I served in Iraq 

between 2009 and 2010. I was stationed in 

For Lewis in Washington State when my contract ended, so I stayed. Not long into 

civilian life, my character changed. I became depressed, angry and moody. I exhib-

ited symptoms of PTSD without knowing that I had it. 

The St. Augustine Record: Did you understand what was causing you to feel this 

way? 

Becca Stephens: Adjusting from active duty to a civilian lifestyle and mindset was 

difficult. Every day you’re deployed is a day of life or death. The mission comes 

first. We’re told where to go, at what time, and what the day’s goal will be. Every-

thing you do must be done perfectly because you, or someone you work with, 

could die. While the camaraderie and support levels are different, soldiers are 

willing to die for their fellow soldiers. Working and living missions together al-

lows you to bond through traumatic experiences. 

That kind of camaraderie doesn’t exist in the civilian world. Civilians live their 

own lives with a lack of compassion and understanding for their brothers and sis-

ters. Civilians will kick you when you’re down. Soldiers and civilians are just not 

on the same wavelength. How soldiers think and work every day is different from 

how civilians go about their days. 

My symptoms became so bad, I barely left the house. I self-medicated, which 

quickly snowballed into an opioid addiction. Painkillers then snowballed into a  

heroin addiction. I was extremely suicidal. I was no longer a person. I was an ad-

diction living inside of a human body. I couldn’t make decisions. My addiction  
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controlled every thought and every motivation. 

The St. Augustine Record: Where was your family during this time? 

Becca Stephens: My mom used her retirement money to rescue me from an apart-

ment I was getting evicted from because I stopped paying rent. We packed the car 

and drove to Clearwater, Florida, where I was born and raised. Mom said she 

went from praying that I wouldn’t overdose to praying that she’d get that call to 

know that I was finally at peace. That was really hard to hear. 

The St. Augustine Record: Was living in Clearwater with family and friends better 

for you? 

Becca Stephens: My addiction picked up in Clearwater. You can change people, 

places and things, but you can’t change who you are unless you change your be-

haviors. It didn’t matter where I was. I was an addict who manipulated my parents 

and friends and blew through $30,000 in savings. For 10 years, I lived a cat’s life, 

in and out of rehab, outpatient therapy and trying to detox on my own. I suffered 

several overdoses. 

You would think that overdosing would show me that my life was in shambles, and 

yet, it never did. I always went back to the addiction. 

The St. Augustine Record: Where did you get the money for drugs? 

Becca Stephens: I received $1,000 a month from the VA as disability pay. I stole 

and pawned everything that wasn’t nailed 

to the ground. I always found a way to pay 

for the drugs. I worked for Pet Smart until 

working got in the way of my addiction. I 

then worked in a small bagel shop whose 

owners saw me through my addiction and 

helped me get clean. 
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The St. Augustine Record: How did you find K9s for 

Warriors? 

Becca Stephens: In 2018, during my third inpatient 

rehab, a counselor suggested a career working with 

animals based on how happy I was around my part-

ner’s dog. 

I went down the Google rabbit hole and found K9s 

for Warriors, who said that they “Rescued a dog to rescue a veteran.” 

The St. Augustine Record: Were you sober? 

Becca Stephens: I was newly sober, but I didn’t know what the world was like. I 

had no self-worth or the motivation to even get out of bed. Hope for a future with 

independence and dignity were the missing pieces of the puzzle that had become 

my life. 

I applied to K9s, got accepted and went from inpatient rehab to campus training, 

where I was paired with Bobbi, a dog recently returned by a veteran. I learned 

that she went from a puppy raiser family to K9's campus training kennels, to a vet-

eran, back to K9s and then to me, all in a little over a year. 

At first, I thought she hated me because she didn't exhibit the affection that I 

craved. I dug deep and realized that she just didn’t know me. At that point, I want-

ed to be the best version of myself for a dog that was going to work hard for me. 

So, together, from scratch, we learned how to live our lives as part of the K9s for 

Warriors community. We clicked and graduated. 

The St. Augustine Record: Tell us about being an ambassador for K9s for Warriors. 

Becca Stephens: Serving as an ambassador for K9s has been incredibly rewarding. 

In recovery we say, “we keep what we have by giving it away.” Sharing my story en-

abled me to heal and build character and confidence to become who I really am. 

I’ve learned how to trust and work with people. I learned how to be social. With 
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Bobbi by my side, it’s been a whirlwind of hard work, but I am so very grateful. 

The St. Augustine Record: How did Bobbi help you heal? 

Becca Stephens: K9s' dogs are trained to mitigate PTSD symptoms so veterans 

don't have to focus their energy on what’s going to trigger us, especially in public. 

I give Bobbi the reins knowing that she’ll enable me to trust myself and dig deep 

to work on the big picture without worrying about having a panic attack. Without 

that anxiety and distress, I can focus my time and energy on the task at hand. Bob-

bi gives me hope. She’s the light at the end of the tunnel. 

As my companion for the last six years, Bobbi completely changed the way that I 

feel about myself and the world around me. Bobbi is my soul mate. Because she’s 

picky about giving affection, she taught me how to accept love in ways different 

than what I wanted. I grew to accept and appreciate her love and trust. People are 

surprised at how she stares at me but, we’re cemented as a team and she’s just do-

ing her job. We take care of each other.   

The St. Augustine Record: I understand you’re working with Sheriff Hardwick. 

Tell us about what you’re doing today. 

Becca Stephens: I met Sheriff Hardwick in Tallahassee while I was giving a speech 

at the State Capitol’s Rotunda Building. 

After hearing my testimony, he not only offered to help, he invited me to do what 

I was doing for him. But because of my history, I didn’t trust the police, so I 

brushed him off. So, Sheriff Hardwick maintained a supportive relationship for the 

next two years, consistently calling to support my recovery journey. I learned to 

trust him and, flash forward, I’m working at the St. John's County Jail as a case 

manager for inmates, speaking to them before they're released about substance 

abuse, mental health treatments, housing and job opportunities. We give them re-

sources to make better decisions for a better quality of life. 

The St. Augustine Record: How has this affected you? 
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Becca Stephens: My addiction used to be the only thing I could do well. Today, I’m 

using my addiction as a positive member of the community to speak about my re-

covery to inmates who are going through what I went through. 

The St. Augustine Record: Is there anything else you would like to say about K9s? 

Becca Stephens: When I tell a struggling veteran about K9s, I often hear that vet-

erans don’t want to take a dog away from someone who might need it more than 

they do because veterans are taught to take care of everybody around them before 

themselves, when in reality, the best way to take care of everyone around you is to 

take care of yourself first. 

Veterans deserve hope. 
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American Legion Post 194 

On Jan 10th The American Legion Post 194 hosted their 

Prostate Cancer Roundtable Pancake Breakfast. If you missed 

it you missed a great presentation/discussion from AJ Merri-

weather (AL Post 197, PHEN/Prostate Cancer Advocate/

survivor), Dr. Fullwood - Mayo Clinic, and Quincy Wimber-

ly (Jada) - Program Coordinator Mayo Clinic Research CoL-

LaB. Those in attendance heard real life testimony on how 

men deal with the news that they have prostate cancer. You 

definitely had to be there! As you can see from the pics the 

information was well received. Please be on the look-out for 

the next one & plan to attend. 
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           Col Dave Hamilton passed on January 5, 2025 at the age of 102. 

 

His life and birthdays have been celebrated and recognized for so many years. All Pathfinders 

owe him and his family a great debt of appreciation and gratitude for his bravery! 

 

Below is a reference to his service during 2023. 

Ron E Howard, Treasurer,  

National Pathfinder Association,  

Former 82nd ABN Division, Pathfinders 

First In, Last Out 

Last living C-47 Pathfinder D-Day pilot celebrates 101st birthday at AirVenture 

Aviation News, Posted By: Haley Davoren, GlobalAir.com 

 

The last living WWII C-47 Pathfinder pilot who flew in many missions, including the D-Day 

invasion, is celebrating his 101 birthday at AirVenture, honored by the Commemorative Air 

Force and the D-Day Squadron. Lt. Col. David Hamilton turned 101 on July 20 and his life 

and aviation achievements will be celebrated Thursday and Friday at AirVenture. 

On Thursday, Hamilton will be at the WWII Encampment in the Warbirds area. Friday, 

Hamilton can be found at the CAF Tent in the Warbirds area and later at the Salute to Veter-

ans parade. He will speak with reenactors and airshow attendees, even with the WWII air-

craft crews on the flight line. He can be seen wearing his Class B uniform and Class A uni-

form throughout the various celebratory engagements. 

Hamilton was just 21 when he piloted aircraft number 14 of 20 C-47s that took off on the 

evening of June 5, 1944 and carrying “Pathfinders” from the 82nd Airborne to drop behind 

enemy lines in Normandy, France. The Pathfinders made the jump at about 1:00 a.m. on 

June 6 with a primary mission to set up electronic homing equipment and help guide the 

aerial armada of more than 800 C-47s, already on its way across the English Channel and 

just an hour behind. From those aircraft, 13,000 paratroopers would drop into Normandy 

and begin the Allied invasion of Europe and bring about the end of WWII. 
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“We cannot express how honored we are to host Dave with our friends at the CAF, at the 

largest gathering of WWII aircraft, aircraft owners, aviation enthusiasts and patriots in the 

world,” said Eric Zipkin, director of operations for the D-Day Squadron and pilot for the C-

47 Placid Lassie in a press release on Warbird News. “Dave joined us in 2019 as we flew 15 C

-47/DC-3 type aircraft to Europe from North America to commemorate DDay75 and Ber-

lin70. Many of these aircraft flew during WWII and are D-Day veteran aircraft. He got a 

chance to fly several of our C-47s, and even pilot a C-47 on the cross-channel formation 

from Duxford, UK to Normandy, France on June 5, 2019.” 

That flight with the D-Day Squadron was Hamilton’s second time flying a C-47 across the 

English Channel into Normandy. His first flight was for Operation Overlord on June 6, 

1944 dropping paratroopers behind enemy lines. The DDS, in collaboration with the CAF, is 

planning a return to Europe in mid-May next year for the 2024 Legacy Tour. DC-3 variants 

representing WWII and Cold War aircraft will travel from the U.S. to the United Kingdom, 

crossing the English Channel to Normandy, France and then on to Berlin, Germany and Ven-

ice, Italy. The 2019 trip, as a part of the 75th-anniversary celebration, included period-

correct uniforms and jumping out in parachutes as the soldiers did in 1944. The trip is still 

being organized as the historic anniversary tour takes a great deal of preparation time and 

cost. 

“We look forward to replicating this in 2024, as once again, more than 150 parachutists will 

fill the skies, symbolizing freedom, the sacrifices made during the Normandy invasion, and 

the overall war effort!” DDS Executive Director Lyndse Costabile said. “Many of the aircraft 

in the formation were beautifully restored C-47s that had seen battle over the beaches of 

Normandy in 1944,” Costabile continues. “We hope that we will have this honor again next 

year.” 

The restored aircraft are flown by retired service members and experienced civilian pilots. 

The crews are volunteers and fly with the honor and privilege of flying one of the historic 

warbirds carries. The C-47 is one of the most iconic planes of the war, performing missions 

all over, including in North Africa, Burma, New Guinea, Normandy and Holland. 

At AirVenture, the DDS has seven DC-3 type aircraft and several are planned to fly in the 

warbird show on Friday and Saturday. A booth is set up to display the vintage aircraft, in-

cluding a C-47 “Miss Virginia,” a fully restored DC-3 type. 
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SOGCast 029: Tom Waskovich Shut Down the Ho Chi Minh 

Trail in SLAM Operation 

   SOGCast 029: Tom Waskovich Shut Down the Ho Chi Minh Trail in SLAM Operation  

 THOMAS R. WASKOVICH BIOGRAPHICAL PROFILE 

                       Tom lives in St. Augustine Beach 

  
Tom Waskovich (pronounced Wass - KO - vich) was a Department direc-

tor with Ocean County Government and was previously employed as the 

Township Administrator of Howell Township Tom was appointed Director 

of the New Jersey Department of Military and Veterans' Administrative 

Services on May 16, 1988. He had been serving as Deputy Director of the 

Division of Veterans' Programs and Special Services before his appt.  

 

Tom enlisted in the Army right after graduating from Trenton's St. Anthony's 

High School (now McCorristin) in 1966. Following his training as a paratrooper 

and completion of the Officer Candidate Course, he was sent to Kontum, Vi-

etnam, where he served as an infantry officer and green beret leading a long-

range reconnaissance team for special operations. He later led a reaction force 

platoon which was involved in all areas of Southeast Asia.  

 

Upon his separation from the service, Tom earned an associate's degree in liber-

al arts from Mercer County Community College, where he received an Excel-

lence in Acting Award and was president of a veterans' fraternity, Alpha Sigma Mu. He went on to earn a 

bachelor's degree in anthropology from Monmouth College in West Long Branch where he graduated 

cum laude (with honors). The Lanoka Harbor resident also served as Asst. County Road Supervisor and 

as Clerk of the Board of Ocean County Board of Freeholders. He also served as mayor of Lacey Town-

ship and had worked as a television program host on Cable channel 8 in Bayville.  

 

Tom is married and has four children, enjoys jogging and backpack-

ing, was a major in the U.S. Army Reserve, and is active in many vet-

erans' organizations. Service Awards Air Medal Bronze Star Vietnam-

ese Service Vietnamese Campaign Vietnamese & American Jump 

Wings Vietnamese Cross of Gallantry Army Commendation Medal for 

Heroism Combat Infantryman's Badge  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9d3fu1aOWmo
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Otis W. Leader, a World War I Choctaw code talker. 

“I’m so thankful that his blood runs in our veins,” said Tewanna Anderson-

Edwards of her great uncle Otis W. Leader, a World War I 

Choctaw code talker. 

Leader, a corporal in the Army’s 16th Infantry Regiment, 

1st Infantry Division, once destroyed a machine gun nest 

singlehandedly after some of his men had been killed, 

capturing two machine guns and defeating 18 enemy sol-

diers in the process. 

He would go on to receive the Purple Heart, the Silver Star Medal, the Victo-

ry Medal and French Croix de Guerre with Palm, among other awards. 

General John J. Pershing even once referred to Leader as one of the “war’s 

greatest fighting machines,” according to the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma. 

But despite those accolades, Leader and other WWI code talkers — service 

members who used Indigenous languages to create undecipherable communi-

cations — still haven’t received the recognition they deserve, Edwards be-

lieves. 

“There’s just no telling how many lives they saved,” Edwards told Military 

Times. 

A move to rectify that, however, may be on the horizon. 

Leader is one of a group of Indigenous veterans who are currently being re-

viewed as potential recipients of the Medal of Honor — more than a century 

after they served. In all, roughly 12,000 Native Americans served during 

World War I.  

“It’s my ultimate goal to see that he gets his due recognition. ... He so de-
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served it,” Edwards said. “He wasn’t just a code talker, he was a war hero.” 

Leader’s eligibility for the Medal of Honor comes as part of the World War I 

Valor Medals Review Act, which was passed as part of the 2018 National De-

fense Authorization Act. 

The law allows for a review of actions by non-white veterans who served in 

World War I to determine whether select acts of valor, which were during 

that period often diminished due to one’s skin color, warrant the nation’s 

highest military honor. 

To qualify, veterans from various racial backgrounds must have been awarded 

the Distinguished Service Cross, Navy Cross, French Croix de Guerre with 

Palm or have been recommended for a Medal of Honor. 

Once such a service record is brought to the attention of the Army or Navy, 

the associated branch reviews the record and issues a determination regarding 

award status. 

As part of that process, the Pentagon was advised to collaborate with the Valor 

Medals Review Task Force, a joint operation run by the World War I Centenni-

al Commission and Park University’s George S. Robb Centre for the Study of 

the Great War. 

Dr. Timothy Westcott, the Missouri-based department’s director, told Military 

Times he first became interested in the subject after he saw a university 

presentation during Black History Month about Sgt. William A. Butler, a 

Black war hero who was nominated for, but never received, the Medal of 

Honor. 

In September 1918, George S. Robb — the department’s namesake — was 

recommended for a Medal of Honor on the same piece of paper as Butler. 



32 

While Robb would go on to receive the nation’s highest military decoration, 

Butler would be presented a Distinguished Service Cross. 

From there, Westcott got involved with the Centennial Commission, which 

oversaw the Valor Medals Review Project and Task Force and researched vet-

eran service records to make retroactive award recommendations to the 

Pentagon and Congress. 

When the commission disbanded in 2024 after completing the National 

World War I Memorial in Washington, the Robb Centre took charge of that 

effort. 

So far, Westcott and the department have identified 214 service members 

from World War I who met the criteria for Medal of Honor eligibility. Of 

those, 24 are Indigenous veterans. 

“We have submitted 56 [total] nomination packets,” he said, noting that the 

process is particularly grueling. “It takes us about six to nine months to write 

a nomination packet, and those are approximately 150 to 165 pages in 

length each.” 

Of the 56 packets Westcott’s team has submitted, 49 have been sent to the 

Army. The other seven have gone to the Navy. 
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 Pedro Menendez High School has relaunched the Veter-

ans Commemoration Project at Veterans Stadium. We believe this project 

serves to honor Bill Mignon, a celebrated Army veteran, our former 

principal and many like him in our community.  

 We hope that this provides friends and families with the opportunity 

to commemorate and memorialize those closest to them who are or have 

served in our Nation’s armed forces, protecting the values and ideals that 

makes the United States of America the nation that it is today. 

 Please see the flyer below for information as to how to donate to 

this very worthy cause. 
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A 21 Gun Salute 

A 21-gun salute is the most commonly recognized of the customary gun sa-

lutes that are performed by the firing of cannon or artillery as a military hon-

or. As naval customs evolved, 21 guns came to be fired for heads of state, or in 

exceptional circumstances for heads of government, with the number de-

creasing with the rank of the recipient of the honor. While the 21-gun salute is 

the most commonly recognized, the number of rounds fired in any giv-

en salute will vary depending on the conditions. Circumstances affecting 

these variations include the particular occasion and, in the case of military 

and state funerals, the branch of service, and rank (or office) of the person to 

whom honors are being rendered. 

History 

The custom stems from naval tradition in the sixteenth century, when a war-

ship would show its peaceful intent by firing its cannons harmlessly out to sea 

until its ammunition was depleted. Since cannons then required a considera-

ble time to reload, the ship was effectively disarmed, signifying the lack of 

hostile intent. In the earliest days, seven guns was the recognized British na-

tional salute. In those days, gunpowder made from sodium nitrate was easier 

to keep on dry land than at sea. The early regulations stated that although a 

ship would fire only seven guns, the forts ashore would fire three shots to 

each one shot afloat, hence the number 21  

Odd numbers were chosen, as even numbers indicated a death.  
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Submitted by: David Treffinger 

President, Vietnam Veterans of America 

Col. William G. Byrns Chapter 1059, Clay County, Florida 

Here is Clay County Military information about the TAPS Monument 

in Green Cove Springs. This is the only monument that recognizes the 

66 fallen Clay County residents dating back to the Civil War. There are 

21 fallen from the Vietnam War. 

We will be holding a Vietnam War Veterans Ceremony at 

the TAPS Monument on Saturday, March 29. It will be 50 

years ago that we left Vietnam. 

I have included a photo and a story from when the monument was 

dedicated in 2017.  

TAPS Monument Fact Sheet 

The TAPS Monument will be dedicated to the 66 Clay County veter-

ans who lost their lives during combat, dating back to the Civil War.  

Where: Clay County Historical Triangle, 915 Walnut Street, Green Cove 

Springs, FL. The new permanent memorial replaces the old monument. 

Monument Sculpture: Richard C. Rist, The Large Art Company, Baltimore, MD 

Sculpture Details: The four-sided, 5 feet by 5 feet granite monument will have 

the names of all Clay County Fallen Warriors inscribed. Topping the memorial 

will be the TAPS sculpture which measures 44 inches tall and a 32-inch base and 

23 inches on each side. The high-quality bronze sculpture is finished in a tradi-

tional chocolate brown patina was designed by Richard C. Rist, a Navy veteran 

who owns The Large Art Company of Baltimore, MD. 
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The sculpture rests on a triangular base which represents a folded American flag. 

The three rifles – a 1903 Springfield that was used in WWI, a M-1 Garand rifle 

from World War II and a M-16 rifle to represent the modern era –form a pyramid 

with the barrels down to symbolize the fall. The stocks of the rifles come togeth-

er to form the pyramid which is topped by a “steel pot” combat helmet that was 

used in WWI until Vietnam. A Civil War-era bugle on the base serves to bring the 

composition together. 

Monument Designer: Craig R. Seaton, Broadus Raines Funeral Home, Green 

Cove Springs 

Granite:   The jet-black granite came from the same quarry as that of the Vi-

etnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

Diamond Etching/Engraving 

Charles Custom Memorials, Lake City 

Monument Details: “Remember Our Fallen” will be carved on all four sides of 

the Monument. The front panel has a dedication from Clay County and a quote 

from President Abraham Lincoln’s famous Bixby Letter. The other two panels list 

the names from the Civil War through the Global War on Terrorism,  The four 

panel will be left blank for future conflicts. 

The monument will sit on a concrete base surrounded by pavers, a major fund-

raiser by Monument committee and the Vietnam Veterans of America Clay Coun-

ty Chapter 1059. The bricks will have engraved dedications. 

Bricks Pavers: Stone Plus, Inc., Middleburg 

Brick Pavers Engraving 

Monument Services, Daytona Beach 

Research:  Vishi Garig, Archives Specialist, Clay County Office of Tara Green, 
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Clerk of the Circuit Court. Garig did the historical and genealogical research on 

each individual and confirmed the names of the Fallen. 

Cost: $82,000. Completely funded by charitable organizations and individuals. 

Not one governmental dollar was used to fund the memorial. 

History: The monument was first proposed 10 years ago by Clay County Com-

missioner chair Harold Rutledge. In March 2015, the current committee chaired 

by Gary Newman, President of the Vietnam Veterans of America Clay County 

Chapter 1059, held its first meeting. The committee has met monthly to date. 

“The committee wanted a monument that would stand out for decades to 

come,’’ Newman said. “It means those veterans that have been forgotten for so 

long will be remembered.’’ 

Vietnam Veterans of America Chapter 1059:  Chapter 1059 was chartered 

by Vietnam Veterans of America in January 2012. Gary Newman is the founder 

and president. He is also the current president. The chapter has 130 members 

which participates in various community events – The Clay County Fair, Cham-

ber of Commerce member, Northeast Florida Military Museum, Middleburg 

Civic Association member and Veterans Treatment Court. Current officers: Gary 

Newman, president; Harry Silvers, vice president; Paul Haws Jr., treasurer; Dar-

line Teel-Williams, secretary; board members: J.J. Thomas, George McCaffrey, 

David Treffinger. 

Committee Members:  CDR Pete Antonacci, USN (RET), Susan Aycock, Jack 

Biddle, Kim Biddle, John Bowles, Ernie Cohen, Dave Fieber, Vishi Garig, Hon-

orable Gayward Hendry, Scott Iannucci, Amy Morie, Deb Mueller, Gary New-

man (Chair), Mary Anne Newman, Greg Rawson, Dan Sanchez, Craig R. Sea-

ton, Harry Silvers, Karen Thomas, David Treffinger, Care Valleau, Joseph Wig-

gins Sr., ESQ., Art Yeaman.   
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Donors/Sponsors  

Platinum Donors 

Boondocks Grill and Bar, State Senator 

Rob Bradley, Broadus Raines Funeral 

Home, Clay Cruzers, Clay Electric Foun-

dation, State Representative Travis Cum-

mings, The Honorable Wendall Davis, 

The Garden Club of Green Cove Springs, 

A.Z. Guiragossian, The Honorable Gay-

ward Hendry, Jaguar Concrete, Inc., 

Craig R. Seaton, Vietnam Veterans of 

America Clay County Chapter 1059, Dr. 

Ann and Ed Wiggins, Wiggins Construc-

tion Company of North Florida, Inc. 

Gold Donors 

Ben Armstrong, James T. Barlow, Gen. 

Roy S. Geiger Marine Corps League De-

tachment 1047, Mobro Marine, The 

Honorable Harold Rutledge, VFW Post 

8255, Middleburg, Vietnam Veterans of 

American Duval County Chapter 1046 
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At the St. Augustine Lighthouse 

In 1782 on New Year’s Eve, 16 British Loyalist vessels from Charles-

ton, South Carolina wrecked on a sandbar off St. Augustine, Flori-

da’s historic inlet. The Storm Wreck was discovered in 2009 by un-

derwater archaeologists with the Lighthouse Archaeology Mari-

time Program (LAMP) team.  

They excavated and unearthed scattered remains of the ship and 

its contents on the ocean floor from 2010-2015.  

The conservation team has preserved thousands of artifacts, many 

on view in the Wrecked! Exhibit in the Keepers’ House at the St. 

Augustine Lighthouse & Maritime Museum.  

See cannons, muskets, pewter plates and spoons, caldrons, the 

ship’s bell, buttons, coins, clothing irons, a tea kettle, navigational 

instruments, pistols, an ivory lice comb, a door lock, small mirror, 

padlocks, and dozens of other items!  

The exhibit is on view with regular admission to the Light Station.  

Details & Tickets: staugustinelighthouse.org  

mailto:They%20excavated%20and%20unearthed%20scattered%20remains%20of%20the%20ship%20and%20its%20contents%20on%20the%20ocean%20floor%20from%202010-2015.
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Helicopters during the 

Vietnam War  

Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), U.S. Department of Vet-

erans Affairs   ·  

Which National Park is your favorite to use your free Military 

Lifetime Pass? 

Don’t have one yet? Don’t miss 

out! Veterans, service members, 

dependents, and Gold Star families 

are eligible Learn more: https://

www.nps.gov/planyourvisit/
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From David “Flyboy” Shelton 

Fellow PGR,Below is an updated schedule for the Vietnam and War on Terrorism Walls. 

September will be a busy month, so any assistance you can provide would be greatly 

appreciated.  
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National Pathfinder Association 

JOINT AIRDROP: Logistics operation resupplies Comabt Outpost Chergotah 

Published March 8, 2012, By Spc. Erik-James Estrada, Task Force Spartan Public Affairs 

KHOWST PROVINCE, Afghanistan --  A joint airdrop operation between Task Force Spartan, the 

U.S. Air Force, the Afghan Border Patrol and local militia Arbici was conducted to resupply paratroop-

ers of Task Force Blue Geronimo at Combat Outpost Chergotah, a first for the area, Feb. 28. 

Paratroopers from Task Force Blue Geronimo conducted a drop zone survey two weeks prior in an 

effort to find a safer alternative method to re-supply Combat Outpost Chergotah. 

 

"This particular drop sets up for future drops, especially for the rebuilding of the COP," said Sgt. 1st 

Class Nathan Botts, assistant operations for S-3, 1st Battalion, 501st Infantry Regiment (Airborne), a 

native of Hermiston, Ore. "It really sets up the unit for success in being able to supply them with 

more equipment," A C-130 Hercules cargo aircraft was used in the joint effort to test drop 20 bun-

dles of container delivery systems consisting of water and meals ready to eat, using low-cost high-

velocity parachutes. 

"None of the parachutes failed making for an easy recovery," said 1st Lt. Casey Dschaak, platoon lead-

er for 2nd Platoon, Comanche Company, Task Force Blue Geronimo, a native of Belle Fourche, S.D. 

 

"This method allows for more supplies to get in here, definitely giving us more 'bang for the buck.' 

It's safer. You're not moving huge convoys out here on the roads and there's so many supplies that 

you're able to store for future operations," added Dschaak. 

 

Despite taking two rounds of indirect fire, the operation continued and there were no further inci-

dents to jeopardize the paratroopers or the operation. 

 

"I feel that the airdrop is safer, more expedient than a con-

voy because a convoy has to get mission prepped," said Spc. 

Larry-Pablo Flores-Berrier, a paratrooper with 2nd Pla-

toon, Comanche Company, Task Force Blue Geronimo, 

hailing from Las Vegas. "And on top of that, the road has 

many dangers, which can be IEDs, or anything, and that 

brings more complications, where as (the airdrop) took a 

max three hours." 
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Castillo de San Marcos 

 The oldest masonry fort in the continental United States, the 

Castillo de San Marcos National Monument is a large Spanish 

stone fortress built to protect and defend Spain's claims in the 

New World. 

 It's a National Monument, and at over 327 years old, it's the 

oldest structure in St. Augustine. It's also one of the main at-

tractions visitors to St. Augustine come to see. 

Regular daily programs and ranger-led tours are free with ad-

mission, as are cannon firings and weaponry demonstrations, 

which are offered (weather and staffing permitting) on Satur-

days, and Sundays at 10:30 a.m., 11:30 a.m., 1:30 p.m., 2:30 p.m. 

and 3:30 p.m.  

The Castillo is open every day of the year except Thanksgiving 

and Christmas Day. 

http://www.visitstaugustine.com/.../castillo-de-san-marcos 

mailto:http://www.visitstaugustine.com/.../castillo-de-san-marcos
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Form 180 to get DD214  
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Form 180 to get DD214 

From R. Hernandez,  I find it easier and quicker if a Veteran goes to the Na-

tional Archive Records Administration site NARA.gov.  when the Get the 

email back they will ask for a password which is the request number.  
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The Fire Watch 

Our stand against Veteran suicide took great strides forward in 

2024, with The Fire Watch’s network of individuals and organiza-

tions trained to identify and support Veterans in crisis continuing to 

grow and have a positive impact throughout Florida – thank you to 

all the Watch Standers and Veteran Safe Places that have joined our 

mission to end Veteran suicide in our state!  
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 National League of POW/MIA Families 

Hello everyone! 

The League is always seeking out photos of POW/MIA 

flags, monuments, Missing Man Honors Tables, POW/MIA 

empty chairs, etc. from your community to feature on our 

social media pages and website.  

Sharing with us is easy, just message your photos to our 

email - 

nationalleague@pow-miafamilies.org 

With your full name as well as a brief description of when & where the photo 

was taken. 

mailto:nationalleague@pow-miafamiles.org
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We WELCOME HOME a Brother, and Wisconsin Son, who survived the Bataan 

Death March and died while a POW of Japan, 1942, at Cabanatuan POW Camp 

#1, Philippines. His remains have now been accounted for by DPAA and he 

will be returning home to his family for burial, with full military honors, on a 

date yet to be determined. Rest in Eternal Peace Brother, Your final mission is 

now accomplished. 

 

Press Release | Dec. 20, 2024 

Airman Accounted for from World War II (Hansen, D.) 

 

WASHINGTON –  

The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency (DPAA) announced today that 

U.S. Army Air Force Pvt. 1st Class David C. Hansen, 25, of Milwaukee, Wiscon-

sin, who was captured and died as a prisoner of war during World War II, was 

accounted for August 23, 2024. 

Hansen’s family recently received their full briefing on his identification, 

therefore, additional details on his identification can be shared. 

In late 1941, Hansen was a member of Headquarters Squadron, 27th Bombard-

ment Group, when Japanese forces invaded the Philippine Islands in Decem-

ber. Intense fighting continued until the surrender of the Bataan peninsula on 

April 9, 1942, and of Corregidor Island on May 6, 1942. 

Thousands of U.S. and Filipino 

service members were captured 

and interned at POW camps. Han-

sen was among those reported 

captured when U.S. forces in Ba-

taan surrendered to the Japanese. 

They were subjected to the 65-

mile Bataan Death March and  
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then held at the Cabanatuan POW Camp #1. More than 2,500 POWs perished 

in this camp during the war. 

According to prison camp and other historical records, Hansen died June 28, 

1942, and was buried along with other deceased prisoners in the local Caba-

natuan Camp Cemetery in Common Grave 407. 

Following the war, American Graves Registration Service (AGRS) personnel 

exhumed those buried at the Cabanatuan cemetery and relocated the remains 

to a temporary U.S. military mausoleum near Manila. In 1947, the AGRS exam-

ined the remains in an attempt to identify them. Sixteen of the 25 sets of re-

mains from Common Grave 407 were identified, while the remaining nine 

were declared unidentifiable. The unidentified remains were buried at the 

Manila American Cemetery and Memorial (MACM) as Unknowns. 

In Nov. 2019, as part of the Cabanatuan Project, DPAA exhumed the remains 

associated with Common Grave 407 and sent them to the DPAA laboratory for 

analysis. 

To identify Hansen’s remains, scientists from DPAA used dental and anthropo-

logical analysis, as well as circumstantial evidence. Additionally, scientists 

from the Armed Forces Medical Examiner System used mitochondrial DNA 

(mtDNA) and mitochondrial genome sequence (mtG) analysis. 

Although interred as an Unknown in MACM, Hansen’s grave was meticulous-

ly cared for over the past 70 years by the American Battle Monuments Com-

mission (ABMC). Today, Hansen is memorialized on the Walls of the Missing at 

the Manila American Cemetery and Memorial in the Philippines. A rosette 

will be placed next to his name to indicate he has been accounted for. 

Hansen will be buried in Brookfield, Wisconsin, on a date to be determined. 

Source/Photo: 

Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency (DPAA) 
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JUST ANNOUNCED: ANOTHER VIETNAM WAR VETERAN HAS BEEN 

ACCOUNTED FOR! 

On Tuesday, DPAA announced that U.S. Air Force Lt. Col. Donald W. Downing, 

33, killed during the Vietnam War, has been accounted for.  

"In Sept. 1967, Downing was assigned to 557th Tactical Fighter Squadron, 12th 

Tactical Fighter Wing, 7th Air Force. On Sept. 5, he was piloting an F-4C Phan-

tom II aircraft as the second in a flight of two aircraft conducting a nighttime 

armed reconnaissance mission over the then-Democratic Republic of Vietnam. 

While on a run to their target, the first aircraft witnessed a large, bright fireball 

in the air, and Downing’s aircraft did not respond to any radio calls. Search and 

rescue efforts began at daylight, but electronic and visual searches didn’t find an-

ything. On April 28, 1978, the Air Force reported Capt. Downing as Killed in 

Action. He was later posthumously promoted to the rank of Lieutenant Colo-

nel." 

More information will be available regarding Downing's case once the family re-

ceives their full briefing. 

Welcome home, sir. 
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How to report a Veteran’s death to VA 

 

The passing of a Veteran is a solemn time that deserves to be recognized and reported 

with the utmost respect. Veterans have served their country and worked hard for their 

well-deserved benefits. 

However, after a Veteran passes away, family members should report the death of the 

Veteran to VA as soon as possible to stop current benefits payments. If the death is not 

reported promptly, survivors or executors of the Veteran’s estate may have to repay any 

overpayments received. Payments the deceased Veteran received may include compen-

sation, pension, education or Veteran Readiness & Employment benefits. 

VA encourages loved ones of deceased Veterans to follow the guidance below on re-

porting Veteran deaths to avoid falling victim to benefit scams. 

How to report the death of a Veteran 

Calling is the fastest way to report a Veteran’s death so VA will stop benefit payments, 

but there are other options available for reporting. 

Options for reporting: 

By Phone: Call VA 800-827-1000 (TTY: 711) and select 5. Agents are available Monday 

through Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. ET. 

In Person: Go to a VA regional office. Find the nearest VA regional office.  

By Mail: Department of Veterans Affairs Claims Intake Center, PO Box 4444, Ja-

nesville, WI 53547-4444. Include your relationship to the Veteran and any supporting 

documents that can help us verify the Veteran’s identity. Examples of supporting docu-

ments are: 

Death certificate or other public record of the Veteran’s death  

Discharge document (like a DD214) 
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If you report in person at a VA regional office or by mail, provide copies of:  

Death certificate or other public record of the Veteran’s death. 

Discharge document (like a DD214). 

Provide as much information about the Veteran as you can when you first report the 

notice of death to VA. This information will help VA verify the Veteran’s identity. This 

information includes:   

Full name. 

Social Security Number or VA claim number. 

Date of birth. 

Date of death. 

Branch of service. 

Best practices to avoid survivor benefit scams 

Save important files, such as the Veteran’s military service/treatment records, dis-

charge papers and copies of their VA claims. 

Go to the VA website. For guidance on creating an account and obtaining a VA security 

Personal Identification Number (PIN) to securely access benefit information. A VA Se-

curity PIN is an additional way to secure direct deposit accounts from theft and protect 

Personally Identifiable Information (PII). 

Never give out PII via text, and be cautious of suspicious hyperlinks or unfamiliar hy-

perlinks. 

If a survivor is missing a VA benefits payment, identifies a discrepancy in payments, or 

find suspicious activity with a direct deposit account, contact VA immediately at 800-

827-1000. 

Review all documents thoroughly. Survivors should never sign a blank form for some 
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one else to complete later. They should always review the completed form before sign-

ing and retain a copy of the completed form for their records. 

For protection against identity theft scams, notify the major credit bureaus (Equifax, 

Experian and TransUnion) to update the individual’s credit report with a deceased no-

tice and notify the Veteran’s financial institutions so all accounts can be closed or trans-

ferred appropriately. 

According to AARP, scammers also use names published in obituaries to pretend to 

be long lost relatives of the deceased. When it’s time to write your loved one’s obitu-

ary, consider leaving out the birthdate, middle name, home address, birthplace and 

mother’s maiden name. 

For other scams predators use, visit www.VA.GOV/VSAFE. 

VA is committed to delivering world-class care and benefits to Veterans and their de-

pendents by providing survivors with ongoing support and assistance. Check to see if 

you qualify for survivor benefits, such as health care coverage, Survivors’ and Depend-

ents’ Education Assistance Program, housing assistance, or even help with burial costs. 

For more guidance on how to report the death of a Veteran, submitting necessary docu-

mentation and finding additional resources available, visit VA Benefits For Spouses, De-

pendents, Survivors, And Family Caregivers | Veterans Affairs. 

To report a missing VA benefits payment, identify a discrepancy in payments, or find 

suspicious activity with a direct deposit account, contact VA immediately at 800-827-

1000. You may also file a complaint with the Federal Trade Commission if funeral 

homes charge to set up funeral honors or schedule a burial with VA’s National Ceme-

tery Administration by visiting reportfraud.ftc.gov. For other scams predators use, visit 

va.gov/vsafe. 

 

mailto:www.VA.GOV/VSAFE
mailto:va.gov/vsafe
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Burials and Memorials 

VA honors the service and sacrifice of Veterans and their family members. 

How to Apply 

To find out in advance if a Veteran or family member is eligible for burial in a 

VA national cemetery, click “Apply for Pre-Need Burial Eligibility” to fill out 

and submit the application. 

Apply for Pre-Need Burial Eligibility 

If pre-need eligibility has not been determined, upon the death of the Veteran 

or his or her spouse or dependent (also called the time of need), family mem-

bers should locate the Veteran’s DD-214 or other discharge papers if readily 

available and click “Schedule a Burial” to begin the process. Then make ar-

rangements with a funeral home, National Cemetery Scheduling Office, or di-

rectly with a VA national cemetery. 

 

VA Memorial Benefits 

VA takes special care to pay lasting tribute to the memory of Veterans who 

served and sacrificed and that of their families. VA meticulously maintains 155 

VA national cemeteries in 44 states and Puerto Rico and is working to increase 

access to accommodate Veterans and eligible family members close to home. 

Currently, more than 94 percent of Veterans have a burial option in an open VA, 

state or tribal veterans cemetery located within 75 miles of their home. 

Note that most if not all of these benefits may be provided for Veterans who are 

interred in a State, Territorial or Tribal Veterans cemetery. Check with the cem-

etery to ensure coverage. Some benefits are also available for Veterans who 

choose burial in a private cemetery. 

Veterans with a qualifying discharge are entitled to VA burial benefits. Spouses 

and dependent children are eligible too, even if they predecease the Veteran. 
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The following burial benefits may be provided: 

Burial in a VA national cemetery 

Opening and closing of the grave for burial of casketed or cremated re-

mains, or placement of cremated remains in an above-ground vault, also 

called a columbarium 

A government furnished grave liner 

Perpetual care of the gravesite 

A headstone or marker with an inscription 

A burial flag 

A Presidential Memorial Certificate 

A dedicated memorial page on the Veterans Legacy Memorial site where 

friends and family can upload photos and remembrances 

Burial in a private cemetery 

A government headstone, marker, or medallion 

A burial flag 

A Presidential Memorial Certificate 

Some survivors may also be entitled to VA burial allowances as partial reim-

bursement for the costs of funerals and burials for eligible Veterans 

Please note that gravesites in a VA national cemetery cannot be reserved in 

advance. To prepare for a private cemetery burial, VA suggests fami-

lies review these questions and complete required forms in advance. 

VA Requirements 

Discharge papers to establish your eligibility for burial services 
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Are You eligible to file for benefits based on Presumptive Exposure? 

Were you exposed to hazardous materials while serving in the military, such as from Agent Or-

ange or burn pits? Did you serve in Vietnam, Thailand or Southwest Asia? If so, you may be eligible to 

file for service-connected benefits based on presumptive exposure. 

Over the course of the last six months, VA has begun processing service-connected disability claims for 

six new presumptive conditions related to exposure to hazardous materials. 

In May 2021, VA started implementing provisions of the William M. Thornberry National Defense Au-

thorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021 (NDAA), adding bladder cancer, hypothyroidism and Parkinsonism 

to the list of medical conditions presumptively associated with exposure to Agent Orange. A few 

months later, VA added asthma, rhinitis and sinusitis (to include rhinosinusitis) on a presumptive basis 

based on particulate matter exposures during military service in Southwest Asia and certain other areas. 

Any Veteran who was previously denied service-connection for any of these six conditions but had 

symptoms manifest within 10 years of military service would need to file another claim. Be sure to 

use VA Form 20-0995, “Decision Review Request: Supplemental Claim” when filing. The claim form 

should include the name of the medical condition and also specify that the medical condition is being 

claimed due to in-service exposure to environmental hazards. 

VA is committed to assisting Veterans who may have been exposed to hazardous materials during their 

military service. 

Be sure to stay plugged in to www.va.gov for the most recent developments around environmental haz-

ards; VA is constantly conducting research and surveillance, as well as reviewing scientific literature for 

conditions that may be related to exposure during military service. 

If you feel you have a chronic condition attributed to an in-service exposure, we highly encourage you 

to file a claim. For more in-

formation about VA benefits 

and eligibility, or how to file a 

claim, Veterans and survivors 

can visit VA’s website 

at www.va.gov or call toll-

free at 1-800-827-1000. 
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Vietnam Veterans of America 

If you are a Vietnam Era Veteran and live in one of 

these counties, please contact the President for in-

formation as to how to join 

                           Chapter/President/email/Location 

1046   Tommy Tittle      twt1968@att.net                                                            

1048   Bob Adkins      adk123robert@outlook.com  

1059   Dave Treffinger     dtreffinger433@msn.com    

1084   Bill Jefferson             bill_jefferson@comcast.net   

1088   Roy (Corky) Rudd           corkstopper50@yahoo.com; Nassau 

1092   Forest Hope                       foresthope@usa.net; Gainesville 

1134   Marvin Lagle                     mdlagle@gmail.com; Baker  

Veterans Council of Clay 

County: 

President: Ansil Lewis 

Meeting day is the same, first 

Wednesday of the month, but 

the location is changed to Clay 

County Administration Build-

ing, 1st floor conference 

room, 477 Houston St., Green 

Cove Springs, FL 32043. 

Meeting start at 11 a.m. 
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Veterans Councils of Northeast Florida  

      BAKER COUNTY  

      President: Larry Porterfield  

      Meetings: 

      Second Thursday of each month  

      Location:  

      MacClenny Primitive Baptist Church  

      Fellowship Hall on North Boulevard  

                 Time : 1800 (6pm)  

 

CLAY COUNTY     DUVAL COUNTY     

President: Ansil Lewis, SgtMaj USMC, ret President  

Meetings:      Meetings: 

First Wednesday of each month    Third Tuesday of each month 

Location:      Location: 

American Legion Post 250    American Legion Post 37 

2608 Black Creek Rd     Main Building 

Middleburg, FL 32068      San Juan Avenue   

Time: 1100 (11am)     Time: 1900 (7 pm) 

904-658-0105 

NASSAU COUNTY     St. Johns County 

President: Mike Doran     President: Bill Dudley 

Meetings:      Meetings: 

First Thursday of each month    Last Thursday of each month 

Location:      Location:  

American Legion Post 54    Health & Human Services building 

626 South 3rd St     Muscovy room, 1st floor 

Fernandina Beach fit 32034    200 San Sebastian View, St. Augustine 

Time: 1900 (7pm)     Time: 1900 (7pm) 
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The Veterans Council of St. Johns County is proud to           

announce that it has modernized its website and created        

a Facebook page. 

We are inviting all veterans to visit our website at:                          

NEW  http://www.veteranscouncilsjc.org  

The Veterans Council will post items of interest to 

all veterans, post pictures, articles, flyers, events, 

etc.  We will post our meetings dates and keep 

you informed about events at the Jacksonville 

and St. Augustine National Cemeteries. 

          Please join our group on Facebook at:       

                http://veteranscouncilsjc.org  

 

           Please select Join the Group to become a member 

. 

Once you have joined the Veterans Council Facebook group you 

will be able to post your meetings, pictures, articles, fund raisers, 

etc. It will be your common site to go to and see what’s happening. 

The website and Facebook page were updated and created so 

that there would be a central place to list all veterans activities in 

NE FL. 

You may have noticed the Veterans Council’s new logo, it was 

created by Roy Havekost. 

He can be contacted at webmaster@veteranscouncilsjc.org 

 

 

mailto:http://www.veteranscouncilofstjohns.org
http://veteranscouncilsjc.org
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 The Veterans Council of St. Johns County welcomes 

article submissions from all County Veterans & 

organizations. Articles should be of interest to all and 

veterans related. Submissions may be edited &/or 

shortened and used if space permits. 

Send to:  rothfeldm@gmail.com  

  
 
 

The Veterans Council of St. Johns County, Inc. is a        
Not For Profit Florida Corporation. 

 

Our formation date was July 4, 2001 in a proclamation 
issued by the St. Johns County Commissioners. It is 
composed of representatives of the various veterans' 
organizations within St. Johns County. 
 

The Veteran's Council will work with city and county 
governments and other local organizations to achieve 
the mutual goal to provide a central agency to assist in 
the coordination and presentation of matters concerning 
veterans and veterans activities in St. Johns County. 
 

The Veteran's Council will endeavor to precipitate, stim-
ulate and assist various organizations as they perform 
patriotic events. One of the major purposes is the pro-
motion and education of national patriotic matters. 
 

The St. Johns County Veterans Council meets the 

last Thursday of the month at 7 pm. 

 The Veterans Council will meet at the Coun-

ty Health & Human Services Building,       

200 San Sebastian View 

Auditorium, 1st floor 

Veterans Council of  St. Johns County,     

“Helping  All Veterans” 

Veterans Service Office 
 200 San Sebastian View, Suite 1400         

St. Augustine, FL 32084 

(physical location) 
The VSO Office is located in the St. Johns County Health and  

Human Services Building.  
The office is open from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. daily, 

Monday through Friday excluding holidays. 
  

Service is by appointment. 
Phone: 904-209-6160   Fax: 904-209-6161 

 

 Joseph D. McDermott  Director 

Lori Chapman  Assistant VSO 

Shauna Holton Assistant VSO 

Jonathan Rojas Assistant VSO 

April Manner Administrative Coordinator 

The views expressed in The Patriot Reader Newsletter articles, submissions and spotlights 

are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Veterans Council of 

St. Johns County or the editors of The Patriot Reader. It is the purpose of this periodical to 

share a variety of information that pertain to local veterans and their organizations.  


