
  

 

 

 

ceremony at the St. Augustine 

NATIONAL Cemetery again 

this year but volunteers did 

place flags on all the grave 

sights on Friday, 28 May and 

the Sea Cadets laid the cere-

monial wreath after all the 

headstones had been adorned 

with a flag. 

HAPPY BIRTHDAY VETER-

ANS COUNCIL….The Vet-

erans Council of St. Johns 

County celebrates its 20th 

anniversary on 26 June 2021. 

A special edition of the Patriot 

Reader was published last 

month honoring the Veterans 

Council for its many years of 

service to our veterans and the 

community. Several historical 

items of interest reflecting the 

Veterans Council years of ser-

vice will be placed in a time 

capsule in July when the 

County celebrates its 200th 

anniversary. The time capsule 

will be opened in 50 years.  

Thank you for your service. 

Bill Dudley, Chairman 

Veterans Council of St. Johns 

County 

Fellow Veterans. 

At long last, our VA Commu-

nity Based Outpatient Clinic 

opened this past week on 

Tuesday, 22 June 2021. The 

Leo C. Chase Jr. CBOC 

opened for veterans scheduled 

for their health care needs by 

appointment on Tuesday. The 

pursuit of this dream was a 

long time coming.  The Vet-

erans Council and your Chair-

man specifically has been pur-

suing the construction of a 

permanent home for our local 

veterans for approximately 

eleven years. Many meetings 

ensued in the pursuit of this 

CBOC including several town 

hall meetings with the VA, a 

Congressional hearing in 

Washington, and many letters 

written to our elected leaders 

including the POTUS, VA 

Secretary, and our Florida 

representatives.  

 

But now the dream has be-

come reality and the wait was 

worth all the effort. This 

beautiful state of the art 

health care facility will pro-

vide health care for our veter-

ans for years to come. Cur-

rently, over 6500 veterans are 

receiving various forms of 

health care from our local 

CBOC with approximately 35 

new veterans being added per 

week. The current facility 

will accommodate approximate-

ly 10,000 veterans before an 

expansion project needs to be 

pursued. Fortunately, there is 

lots of room at the site to ex-

pand.  

 

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, 

the VA was unable to have a 

grand opening and ribbon cut-

ting ceremony to mark the oc-

casion on opening day. Howev-

er, the VA and Veterans Coun-

cil are pursuing plans to conduct 

a joint ceremony on Nov. 11 to 

honor our veterans on Veterans 

Day and celebrate the opening 

of our CBOC. The event will be 

held on the grounds of the 

CBOC with invitations going 

out in October.  

Our Veterans Council in collab-

oration with MOAA, Ancient 

City Chapter, conducted a Me-

morial Day Service on May 31, 

2021 at Anastasia Baptist 

Church. The ceremony was 

well attended and featured Ali-

son Simpson, FLANG Com-

mand Historian as our keynote 

speaker. The St. Augustine Sea 

Cadet Battalion posted the col-

ors and provided other assis-

tance. The rifle salute was con-

ducted by the VFW Firing De-

tail and TAPS was sounded by 

CMDR. John Donlon, SJSO 

(ret).  

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, 

we were unable to conduct the  
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Clyde E. Lassen State Veterans Nursing Home 

  

  

 

Veterans watching Memorial Day Parade 

on live streaming TV in the VA Cafe 

A real classic car from the Antique 

Car Show that was held prior to the 

Memorial Day Ceremony  

Lassen’s retired flag being presented to our oldest liv-

ing veteran (101 years young) Mr Edward Eisele by Joe 

Maltese, American Legion Commander of Post 372 

Mandarin at the D Day Ceremony 
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 The Jacksonville National Cemetery 
Greetings from the Support Committee at  

the Jacksonville National Cemetery 

 The Support Committee invites everyone to at-
tend its next scheduled meeting. The meeting 

will be at 6:00pm. The meeting will take place at Community Hos-
pice,              4266 Sunbeam Rd., Jacksonville,   FL 32257 in Conference Room A. 

Jacksonville National Cemetery Support Committee Meetings for 2018 
 At Community Hospice of NE FL. 

4266 Sunbeam Rd, Jacksonville, FL 32257  
Hadlow Bldg – Conference Room A   6:00 pm 

 DATES OF 2021 SC at JNC MEETINGS 
 Not Available 

 

+++++++++++2020 Officers of the SCJNC++++++++++++  

Chairman: Steve Spickelmier 

Vice Chairman: Bill Dudley, Treasurer: Pat Welch 

 Secretary: Kathy Church, Judge Advocate: Don Guthrie 

Master-At-Arms: Mike Smith,  Historian: Win Delpizzo 

Chaplain: Pat Archuleta, Public Affairs: Pat Mulvihill 

  

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 Administration Building,                                         

500 San Sebastian View, at 7 pm 

 All SJC Health Guidelines will be followed. 

Please stay safe, Bill Dudley, Chairman,  VC of SJC 

Upcoming Veterans Council Meetings Speakers   

July 29: Ann McCulliss Johnson & Tracy Hejmanowski, First Responder Project  

           

2021 Meeting Dates: July 29, August 26, September 30, October 28,                                              

November 18, December 30   
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After nearly 11 years of pursuing a permanent home for the health care for our 

veterans in St. Johns County, the dream is nearing reality. On Tuesday, June 22, 

the new state of the art VA Community Based Outpatient Clinic will open it's 

doors to receive veterans who are in need of primary care and certain medical 

specialty needs.  

The Veterans Council of St. Johns County is pleased to have played an 

important role in bringing this health care facility to fruition.   
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 Years in the making, new Leo C. Chase Jr. VA clinic                                              

opens it doors in St. Augustine 

Colleen Michele Jones, St. Augustine Record 

On its first day of operation, the waiting room of the Leo C. 

Chase Jr. Veterans Affairs Clinic in St. Augustine was nearly full just 

after 10 a.m. Tuesday. 

Long in coming, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs' new out-

patient medical clinic officially opened its doors and both staff and patients seemed pleased 

with the final results. 

The new clinic, located at 100 Deerfield Preserve Blvd. off State Road 207, is 16,595 square 

feet with Spanish-style architecture. It replaces the Southpark Boulevard location, a series of 

makeshift modular buildings which served as an interim space after the complex previously 

located at 1955 U.S. 1 was closed in 2015.  

Construction delays and the COVID-19 pandemic pushed off the timeline for completion of 

the new building, which broke ground in November 2019. 

The facility currently serves about 6,145 area veterans within the Gainesville-based North 

Florida/South Georgia Veterans Health System, according to Thomas McKenzie, chief medi-

cal officer for the St. Augustine VA clinic. 

The complex opened at 7:30 a.m. Tuesday, seeing those who had previously sched-

uled appointments for primary care, mental health, phlebotomy, podiatry, physical therapy 

and other specialty care. 

Approximately 60 staff are employed at the St. Augustine facility.  

The clinic is named after Private First-Class Leo C. Chase Jr., St. Johns County’s first soldier 

to die in the Vietnam War. 

Nationwide, new VA facilities, including the one in St. Augustine, are being built with a new 

model for delivery of health care. Community-based clinics are now focused around a sys-

tem the VA is calling PACT (patient aligned care teams) which streamlines how a pa-

tient's individual care is handled. 
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For example, a client will now be seen by a team of four 

medical providers (a physician, nurse, licensed practical 

nurse and clerk) who assess a patient, doing everything from 

blood work to anecdotal reporting, and then make recom-

mendations about the next course of action in managing that 

patient's care. 

"It brings all the patients' needs together," said Craig Pasanen, clinic projects coordinator for 

the VA. "Instead of individual exam rooms, you go into one room and meet with a pod of 

providers at once." 

“This is a great achievement for the NF/SGVHS,” said Health System Director Thomas 

Wisnieski. “The modern facility is larger than our previous locations in St. Johns County and 

will provide the needed resources for us to continue to care for our nation’s heroes.” 

Ronnie Higgins, an Army veteran who was scheduled for his first visit at the new facility 

Tuesday, told The Record he was impressed by the "amazing" upgrade to the St. Augus-

tine VA clinic.  

"It looks beautiful," said Higgins, 70, who suffers from cardiopulmonary and nerve damage 

issues. "Thank God for the VA; they have helped me so much in my life." 

Dr. Donald Martin, a licensed social worker on staff at the St. Augustine clinic, said the facil-

ity would be a community asset "that all our vets can be proud of." 

"It's going to be a treatment motivator," Martin told The Record. 

The VA is holding off on an official grand opening ceremony until sometime in the fall, with 

a special tribute to Leo Chase Jr.'s family. 

It’s unclear what will happen to the temporary clinic at this time.  

Bill Dudley, chair of the St. Johns County Veterans Council, has had ongoing discussions with 

the county about turning the structure into a space for homeless veterans housing once the 

VA leaves. 

"We are looking at the plausibility of repurposing it as a shelter," Dudley said in an April 26 

interview with The Record. "That, of course, would have to be done with the guidance of 

county officials." 
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Locals replacing 90-year-old St. Johns County veteran's roof 

Roof was leaking by Sheldon Gardner, St. Augustine Record 

St. Johns County Army veteran Paul Bass, 90, and his wife, Dolores, were 

living under a damaged roof in Flagler Estates without the means to fix it 

themselves.  

But with the help of local volunteers and businesses, the Bass family won't 

have to worry about paying for it. 

The Veterans Council of St. Johns County, a nonprofit, heard about Bass' situation and connected him 

with help. Matthew Reiter, who owns Reiter Roofing with his wife, Brittani, is donating labor to fix the 

roof. 1st Coast Metal Roofing Supply has donated materials, Reiter said.  

"We want to give back," Matthew Reiter said.  

On Wednesday, several workers stripped off shingles from the roof as Paul 

Bass sat on a swing in his front yard.                

"We're on social security ... and I can't afford to put a roof on this house," 

Bass said. 

Bass, who was born in Ohio, was a barber before he became a pastor in a family of pastors. He served a 

few years in the Army starting around 1950 and was a teacher, he said.  

Laura Bass, the couple's daughter, said they had wanted to have the roof repaired for about five years be-

cause it was leaking inside the house. 

"I'm very appreciative on behalf of my parents," she said. "I think it's incredible what they're doing, and 

it's a blessing." 

Reiter said the value of the work, which is a full roof replacement, is about $13,500, and he expects the 

roof to be finished this week. His business helped a disabled veteran in 2018 in coordination with the Vet-

erans Council of St. Johns County, and Reiter said he would like to provide more help to veterans in the 

future.  

St. Johns County has about 23,000 veterans, and the Veterans Council of St. Johns County helps connect 

veterans in need with resources in the community, Dudley said.  

Among other things, the Veterans Council helps with things such as rent and utility payments, transporta-

tion, cellphones and transportation to medical appointments. The Veterans Council is also involved in vet-

erans drug treatment court in St. Johns County, Dudley said. 

For information go to:  https://veteranscouncilsjc.org  

https://veteranscouncilsjc.org
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Meet The Team 

The Ximenez-Fatio House Museum 

Rowing 3000 Miles to raise Awareness and Money for                                              

Veterans Suicide and PTSD 

This event is an Open House in support of four Veterans (Army, Navy, Marines, and Air 

Force) who will participate in the Talisker Whisky Atlantic Challenge to row 3,000 miles 

across the Atlantic from the Canary Islands to Antiqua to raise awareness and funds 

($500,000) for K9 for Warriors and Firewatch, two Florida organizations that are seeking to 

help Veterans with PTSD and to prevent Veteran Suicide which is reaching epidemic propor-

tions across the nation.  The challenge will begin on Dec. 12, 2021, and take approximately 

50-60 days.  Look at their website (www.foarfromhome.org) for more information, a link to 

a great Youtube video, and ways to donate to the cause.  Talisker offers an amazing web site 

to track the event with multiple data in real time.   

The event is free and open to the public and will include meeting the Team, exploring their 

awesome high-tech craft, meeting representatives from Firewatch,  K-9 for Warriors, and 

their dog in training, a special event for children to participate in the race, refreshments, and 

music.  Tours of our museum will also be available.  We are already partnered with the Office 

of Military Affairs in Jacksonville who are sending the flyer to their website and newsletter 

members and to the three military bases (NAS Jax, NS Mayport, and Kings Bay).  

We look forward to this event not only raising awareness of the Veteran project and enhanc-

ing participation for donations, but also greatly expanding awareness of the Colonial Dames 

and their special missions of Historic Preservation, Patriotic Service, and Education.  

We are planning the logistics for the day and I will get back to you soon with the possibilities 

of volunteer work.  It will be wonderful to have you and any of the St. Augustine Dames who 

might be interested. Thank you again.  

Payson Tilden, Interim Support Director 

Ximenez-Fatio  House, payson@xfhouse.org 

904 829-3575 – Museum Office, 386-983-2156 – cell 

Flyer on nest page 
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Last Blade Standing: Jacksonville veteran uses knife-making                

to help local warriors 

Cutting-edge competition brings together country’s best                 

bladesmiths for charity 

JACKSONVILLE, Fla. – A Jacksonville Navy veteran is turning his unique hobby into 

potentially a big moneymaker for K9s for 

Warriors. 

Matthew Martin has organized a cutting-

edge competition called “Last Blade Stand-

ing,” where some of the best knife makers in 

the country will be in the River City show-

ing off their skills. 

Martin gained an interest in knife-making after watching the History Channel show 

“Forged in Fire,” where craftsmen design and test one-of-a-kind blades. 

“I started watching it,” Martin said. “And I started becoming really involved in the show 

and telling him like, sort of yelling at the TV and what they should be doing. And then I 

thought, you know what, I should be doing this myself.” 

It inspired Martin to build a forge in his backyard in Mandarin. 

“You can buy most of the parts that you need off Amazon,” he said, laughing. 

Steel, and meteorite, are heated to 2,300 degrees in the oven, hammered, shaved and 

shaped -- all by hand. 

Martin, who’s gained a sharp following on social media, is hosting a showdown, which 

he’ll broadcast on his web channels, called Last Blade Standing. 

Competitors must use recycled materials, some coming from junked cars, and hand 

tools to make masterpieces, hoping to “steel” the show. Submissions have been coming 

in from across the country. 
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Judges will put them to the test. Jacksonville 

3D artist Ryan Rowe was on the History 

Channel show. He’ll use his experience to 

judge. 

 

“I’m gonna be doing the stabbing for the 

event,” Rowe said. 

Yes, he’s testing the strength of the knives by stabbing things, like computer cases. 

“It’s not just the very tip, it’s how far I go into the computer cases and the section be-

hind it as well,” he said.  

While there will be one clear winner, the real winners are with K9s For Warriors, a lo-

cal nonprofit that helps pair service dogs with military veterans. Martin chose it be-

cause he is a veteran who retired from the U.S. Navy. 

“People that have PTSD, or people that are missing limbs, sometimes the wounds are 

invisible,” he said. “And having a loyal service companion that you can take with you is 

hugely important.” 

Each knife submitted will go on the auction block and the money goes to K9s for War-

riors. Martin and Rowe hope their sharp idea makes a big difference and fetches thou-

sands for the charity. 

It started in mid-June as judges whittle down the competitors. The finale is July 17. You 

can watch it all online at https://www.lastbladestanding.com/ or you can go to the  

July 17 event in person with a ticket. 

It begins at 10 a.m. at 7018 AC Skinner Parkway on Jacksonville’s Southside.  

Tickets are $20  

https://www.lastbladestanding.com/
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Upcoming St. Augustine art exhibit to feature work of veterans from            

five decades of war 

Jean Sealey, For Shorelines, FL Times Union 

The healing power of art will be on display at the St. Au-

gustine Art Association’s exhibit “Then & Now: 50 Years of 

Veteran Experiences” from July 2 through Aug. 22. In 

paintings, sculptures, photographs, poetry and other crea-

tive outlets, eight veterans from across the United 

States open up about their experiences and demon-

strate how their artistic creations enabled them to process 

the trauma, brokenness and distress that accompanied their service.   

“When Jerry Domask, a local artist and veteran, approached me last year with the idea for 

this exhibit, I knew the Art Association had to host it,” said Jennifer Flynt, association ad-

ministrator. “The experiences these veterans have gone through are very real, and I felt a 

strong conviction to help them tell their stories, and tell them well.”  

Domask, a Vietnam Army veteran, is curator for the exhibit. In 2018, he was curator 

of another national exhibit, “Invisible Becoming Visible: An Exhibit of Veterans Art,” hosted 

by the University of North Florida. Domask sees these events as more than art exhibits.  

“It is an honest look at war, an important part of our past and an expression of survivors,” 

Domask said. “This exhibit includes a shout-out to my ‘foxhole buddy,’ Ted Gostas. Ted 

spent five years in captivity, with four and half years in solitary confinement. We are con-

structing a museum-quality life-size replica of his cell that will be on display.”  

Ted Gostas was captured during the 1968 Tet offensive at Hue. He one of a few Americans 

held in captivity five years or more. He was awarded the Bronze Star and two Purple 

Hearts.  

“I was sentenced to death, tortured daily and in solitary confinement for four and half 

years,” Gostas, said. “There were no other prisoners on the other side of the walls of my 

cell, and every time I heard footsteps, I knew I would be killed or tortured.”  
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After his release, Gostas wrote and illustrated a book of poems 

titled “Prisoner,” to purge and ease the pains of imprisonment 

and daily torture.  

For veteran artists, their art is not only self-healing but of-

fers healing to others—one of the objectives of the “Then & 

Now” exhibit.  

As a young adult, Saori Murphy joined the Army in 1993 to 

serve her country and help further her education.  “Through my 

work and practice with creativity and energy healing, I continu-

ally feel the deep awareness of the threads that propelled me 

here and the medicine they carried,” she said. “Each still serves its purpose, and I am forev-

er grateful for their wisdom that guides me to serve and support others.”       

Murphy is now a certified Advanced Intuitive Healer and a certified Arts Facilitator. She is 

the founder of Soulhana and is active in helping veterans in the St. Petersburg area.  

Telling their stories is critical to healing but difficult, if not impossible, for some veterans. 

Creative outlets that engage both the left and right hemispheres of the brain have a healing 

effect for many. 

“The creative arts allow patients to get in touch with feelings difficult to express verbal-

ly," said Dr. John Tanner, a psychiatrist at Tanner Medical Practices and affiliated with Bap-

tist Medical Center Beaches. “By expressing feelings through art, patients can begin to rec-

oncile and resolve the stress that impedes their progress to restored health.” Tanner treats 

patients with psychological disorders including post-traumatic stress disorder.   

“PTSD was recognized as a psychological disorder in the 1980s with its inclusion in the Di-

agnostic and Statistical Manual by the American Psychiatric Association,” he said. “Before 

that time, veterans suffering from the same constellation of symptoms 

were often diagnosed with ‘shell shock.’”  

PTSD describes disorders of individuals who have been exposed to a major trauma event or 

have been abused over a period of time and suffer stress-related illness as a result. Examples 

include being involved in a violent event or witnessing one (major trauma event) and living 

in an abusive environment (abuse over a period of time).  
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“A few drugs have been shown effective for specific symptoms but as yet, no drugs have 

FDA approval for treating overall symptoms,” Tanner said. “I believe the most efficacious 

treatment is a combination of carefully administered talk therapy and creative activities that 

draw on both hemispheres of the brain.”  

The five men and three women veterans who have contributed to the “Then & Now” exhibit 

include those who served in the Army, Navy and Marine Corps during U.S. involvement in 

the Cold War, Vietnam, Middle East and conflicts up to the present. Some were artists be-

fore their military enlistment, and others discovered art as a pathway to healing after their 

military experiences. They all say art helped them heal and sharing it with others adds to 

that ongoing healing process.  

“Then & Now” is an important commentary on history. It also is a personal excursion into 

the lives of eight veterans who participated in military actions to resolve conflicts around 

the world and protect the United States’ interests here and abroad. While this exhibit con-

tains images some will find disturbing, it also illustrates the resilience and deep-seated hope 

of the human spirit and the healing power of art.  

The exhibit will be on display from July 2 through Aug. 22 at the St. Augustine Art Associa-

tion, 22 Marine St., St. Augustine. The exhibit is open to the public free of charge.  

Artists participating in “Then & Now: 50 Years of Veteran Experiences”  

Ron Camarda, Navy, Middle East Hostilities  

Jerome Domask, Army, Vietnam  

Theodore Gostas, Army, Vietnam  

Cliff Leonard, Marine Corps, Vietnam  

Phyllis T. Miller, Navy, Vietnam  

Saori Murphy, Army, Middle East  

Skip Rohde, Navy, Cold War and Middle East  

Maria Salazar, Marine Corps, Iraq  

For more, go to StAAA.org or call the St. Augustine Art Association at (904) 824-2310.  
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Then & Now: 50 Years of  Veterans Experiences - Art Exhibit Coming This 

Summer to the St. Augustine Art Association  

ST. AUGUSTINE, FL, March 10, 2021 - The St. Augustine Art Association is proud to provide a voice and stage for Veterans 

with a riveting, sometimes raw, emotionally-charged exhibition, entitled Then & Now: 50 Years of Veterans Experiences, on 

display July 2 through August 22, 2021. This exhibit demonstrates the healing power of art by showcasing eight individu-

als who use painting, sculpture, photography, poetry and other creative outlets. These Veterans share their experiences from 

subtle murmurs of anguish to cries for support and understanding. Then and Now merges St. Augustine’s art and history with 

today’s global military awareness and experiences, providing both an educational narrative and outreach.  

During the exhibit, the Art Association will open its gallery for Veterans and military groups to host meetings or workshops, 

field trips, lectures and other special events. “It is our hope that through this exhibit we raise awareness and sensitivity to our 

veterans’ service and the importance of their mental health, while demonstrating how the power of creativity can be used as a 

tool for some to help heal a broken spirit,” said Jerome Domask, artist, guest curator and member of the St. Augustine Art 

Association.  

A focal point of the exhibit will be a replicated five-by-eight-foot holding cell. This is a special “shout out” to American Hero, 

Army Major (RET) Theodore Gostas, a former POW held in captivity for over five years, four-and-a-half spent in solitary con-

finement. The cell will be surrounded by a visual narrative of two Vietnam veterans, Gostas and exhibit curator Jerome Do-

mask, supporting each other for over 50 years as Foxhole Buddies after Gostas’ return to active duty.   

“When Jerry [Domask] came to me last year with the idea for this exhibit, I knew that the Art Association had to host it,” sa id 

Jennifer Flynt, Administrator at the St. Augustine Art Association. “The experiences these Veterans have gone through are very 

real, and I felt a strong conviction to help them tell their stories and tell them well.”   

With eight Veteran artists–five men and three women–the exhibit exudes a powerful message of support, strength and self-

help. Together, these artists represent more than 50 years of military history from the Cold War to recent Middle East hostili-

ties. They have served around the world–Europe, Vietnam, Cuba, Iraq, Afghanistan, Japan, Bosnia to name a few, and they’re 

backgrounds are diverse in both civilian life and military service.  

“Strong Women Warriors,” a series by Barbara Barnett, will speak to screams of anguish, rejuvenation and molding of mind 

and soul, and USNR- (RET) Chaplain Ron Moses Camarda will bring his personal observations of life and death in a combat 

zone. The exhibit is further enriched by individual creations from “then and now” experiences filled with emotion, challenging 

perspectives and an undeniable support for each other’s well-being as the artists explore a path forward with enlightenment and 

hope.  

There are numerous ways for our St. Augustine community to get involved in Veteran support, and this exhibit is just one of 

those. If this is something you’d be interested in supporting, let us know! Details on the exhibit, artists, and ways you can get 

involved, can be found a staaa.org/then-and-now-2021 or by contacting the St. Augustine Art Association at (904) 824-2310 

or info@staaa.org.  

The St. Augustine Art Association is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit arts organization founded in 1924. The Gallery is open free to the 

public and located at 22 Marine Street in historic downtown. 



17 



18 

 

“Death” 

By Jerome Domask 

“Lament” 

By Skip Rohde 

“Werewolf ” 

By Ted Gostas 

“Holy Carburetor” 

By Maria Mia Salazar 
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  VA plans expansion of benefits for disability claims for conditions related to certain toxic exposures 

New evaluation process to be applied in identifying future presumptive condition 

The VA recently announced two major decisions related to presumptive 

conditions associated with Agent Orange and particulate matter expo-

sures during military service in Southwest Asia. 

Agent Orange 

VA will begin implementing provisions of the William M. Thornberry National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 

Year 2021 (Public Law 116-283), adding three conditions to the list of those presumptively associated with exposure to 

herbicide agents, more commonly known as Agent Orange. Those conditions are bladder cancer, hypothyroidism and 

Parkinsonism. 

“Many of our Nation’s Veterans have waited a long time for these benefits,” said Secretary of Veterans Affairs Denis 

McDonough. “VA will not make them wait any longer. This is absolutely the right thing to do for Veterans and their 

families.” 

VA will apply the provisions of court orders related to Nehmer v. U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, which may re-

sult in an earlier date for entitlement to benefits for Veterans who served in the Republic of Vietnam during the Vi-

etnam War. Vietnam War era Veterans and their survivors who previously filed and were denied benefits for one of 

these three new presumptive conditions will have their cases automatically reviewed without the need to refile a claim. 

VA will send letters to impacted Veterans and survivors. 

Particulate Matter Exposures 

The Secretary recently concluded the first iteration of a newly formed internal VA process to review scientific evidence 

to support rulemaking, resulting in the recommendation to consider creation of new presumptions of service connec-

tion for respiratory conditions based on VA’s evaluation of a National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine 

report and other evidence. VA’s review supports initiation of rulemaking to address the role that particulate matter pol-

lution plays in generating chronic respiratory conditions, which may include asthma, rhinitis and sinusitis for Veterans 

who served in the Southwest Asia theater of operations during the Persian Gulf War and/or after September 19, 2001, 

or in Afghanistan and Uzbekistan during the Persian Gulf War. 

“VA is establishing a holistic approach to determining toxic exposure presumption going forward. We are moving out 

smartly in initiating action to consider these and other potential new presumptions, grounded in science and in keeping 

with my authority as Secretary of VA,” said Secretary McDonough. 

VA is initiating rulemaking to consider adding respiratory conditions, which may include asthma, sinusitis and rhinitis, 

to the list of chronic disabilities based on an association with military service in Southwest Asia, Afghanistan and Uzbeki-

stan during the covered periods of conflict. VA will conduct broad outreach efforts to reach impacted Veterans and it 

encourages them to participate in the rulemaking process. 

For more information, visit our website at Airborne Hazards and Burn Pit Exposures – Public Health. 
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Shelter for Florida Women Veterans Opens 

The opening ceremony for HerSpace. HerSpace, an emergen-

cy temporary shelter for Florida women veterans and their 

children had its ceremonial opening Thursday morning, 

April 15, 2021, at its Beach Blvd. location in Jacksonville 

Beach. The 3,000-square-foot house is owned by nearby St. 

Andrews Lutheran Church by the Sea and is being operated 

by the nonprofit Northeast Florida Women Veterans and 

starting this summer, will house up to eight women veterans 

and their children. 

BOB SELF/FLORIDA TIMES-UNION 
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From Veterans Council Chairman Bill Dudley 

Subject: VA Transportation Assistance     

I received the email below from Dr. McKenzie.  If any 

of our veterans require transportation assistance to 

any VA medical centers, have them call our CBOC at 

904- 829-0814 and ask for the primary social worker 

for help with transportation.    

We recently found that we are able to assist with pa-

tients who have significant issues with transportation 

to VA medical centers. Our primary care social worker 

can assist with this problem. Patient can call here and 

ask that she be notified of problem. She will be able to 

contact them and attempt to provide assistance.  

  

From Michael Isam 

DAV van service to Gainesville returning on a 

limited basis. 

Begins on Monday, 23 March 2021 

The van will run on Monday and                   

Wednesday ONLY 

                            3 passenger limit  

            Masks are required to and from VAMC 
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 World War II in St. Augustine: Advanced Training, Down Time and the Arrival of the SPARS 

By Rick Cain 

In a very short few weeks, the Nation’s Oldest City of St. Augustine was inundated with Coast Guard re-

cruits who made their presence known in a big way just in sheer numbers. The locals were not certain what 

to make of it with service personnel flooding Mr. Flagler’s fancy hotel with its gold-gilded ceilings, fine 

wooden railings, and imported marble floors. Rumors at the time speculated the structure would be de-

stroyed, but that didn’t happen. Many of the sailors fell in love with the ancient town and payed it the re-

spect it deserved.  

Above: United States Coast Guardsmen rowing in bay in St. Augustine  

Soon training moved from land to sea where nautical skills, boat handling, sailing, and vessel operations 

became a reality in the unpredictable currents and winds off the seaside town.  

Rowing teams were organized and would compete against each other on the Intracoastal Waterway south of 

the Bridge of Lions. This basic exercise taught the fundamentals of seamanship and teamwork as the long 

boats were towed out and positioned in an east-west line waiting for the starting gun to fire.  

Above: Coast Guard rowing teams competing on the intercoastal waterway to train in seamanship 



27 

These simple exercises were done routinely until the teams were tanned and well-honed, working together to 

control their vessels. They then advanced to motorized patrol boats and PT (patrol torpedo) boats.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Photos Above: Motorized patrol boat training  

But men were not the only ones to arrive in St. Augustine for their Coast Guard training. Women reported as 

well, eager to share and do their part in defense of their country. They were referred to as “SPARS,” an acro-

nym for the Coast Guard motto, a Latin phrase, “Semper Paratus,” meaning, “Always Ready.” So, SPARS 

simply is “Semper Paratus Always Ready.” And ready they were, to serve in any capacity the Coast Guard 

could find for them. Recruitment was heavy and women were eager to do their part. They arrived by train from 

all over the country for their basic training. Children were even allowed to assist in the recruitment program. 

This war was against all Americans and it would require effort and sacrifice from everyone.  
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But things weren’t always hard work and training. The troops enjoyed much needed R&R, and St. Augustine 

was a great place to make that happen. Singer Bobby Hatchet sang with the base’s Coast Guard Band and per-

formances were broadcast throughout NE Florida. Romance and life-long friendships were formed here that 

those who served carried with them the rest of their days. It is even rumored that the recruits discovered a pre-

viously unknown Menorcan dish that captured their hearts and palates, and they spread news of it to the rest of 

the country after the war. It was called, “Fried Shrimp.”  
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 Photos Above: Bobby Hatchet and the Coast Guard Band  

& seaside shenanigans at the Castillo de San Marcos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photos Above: Well-deserved down time in downtown St. Augustine   

& budding romance at the Fountain of Youth on Magnolia Avenue 

 

About the Author: Rick Cain 

Rick Cain has worked for the St. Augustine Lighthouse & Maritime Museum for 18 

years after a 20-year career as a health care profes-

sional. He serves on the Board of Directors of the 

American Lighthouse Council  and is Immediate 

Past Chair of the Florida Attractions Association.  

He also works closely with the United States Coast 

Guard to maintain their historic ties to the Muse-

um.   
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MISSING MAN  TABLE AND HONORS CEREMONY 

As you entered the room, you may have noticed a special 

table; it is reserved to honor our missing men. 

Set for six, the empty chairs represent Americans who 

were or are missing from each of the services – Army, 

Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard – and 

civilians, all with us in spirit. 

Some here were very young, or not yet born, when the 

Vietnam War began; however, all Americans should never forget the brave men and women who an-

swered our nation’s call and served the cause of freedom in a special way. 

Let me explain the meaning of this table, and then join me for a moment of silent prayer. 

The table is round – to show our everlasting concern. 

The cloth is white – symbolizing the purity of their motives when answering the call to serve. 

The single red rose reminds us of the lives of these Americans….and their loved ones and friends who 

keep the faith, while seeking answers. 

The yellow ribbon symbolizes our continued uncertainty, hope for their return and determination to 

account for them. 

A slice of lemon reminds us of their bitter fate, captured or missing in a foreign land. 

A pinch of salt symbolizes the tears of our missing and their families. 

The lighted candle reflects our hope for their return. 

The Bible represents the strength gained through faith to sustain us and those lost from our country, 

founded as one nation under God. 

The glass is inverted – to symbolize their inability to share a toast. 

The chairs are/chair is empty – they are missing…………….. (moment of silence) 

Let us now raise our water glasses in a toast to honor America’s POW/MIAs, to the success of our 

efforts to account for them, and to the safety of all now serving our nation! 
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Monument honoring Gold Star families set to be built by fall 

By Bill Thompson, Daily Sun Staff Writer 

On the west side of the Florida National Cemetery, crews are preparing a virgin 40-acre parcel to be the 

eventual eternal resting place for thousands of military vet-

erans. 

This $42.1 million federal project is expected to be com-

plete in 2025, officials said. 

But by this fall, visitors to the Bushnell site will see a more 

immediate and conspicuous tribute to those who served 

and sacrificed in defense of our nation. The Joint Veterans 

Support Committee, or JVSC, which works with staff to 

improve amenities at the cemetery, received approval last 

month to erect a Gold Star Families monument at the front 

of the facility. 

That memorial is the first step in a broader initiative called Freedom Memorial Plaza. The plaza will sit on 

2 acres about a quarter-mile from the cemetery entrance, at a fork in the roads that lead into the heart of 

the facility. 

The project will consume a small fraction of the 591-acre site. But committee members believe it will be 

an outsized addition in paying homage to veterans and educating the public on military history, including 

Central Florida’s contribution to that. 

What? No Monuments? 

Doug Gardener, chairman of the JVSC monument committee, said the inspiration for the project was To-

ny Thomas, the cemetery’s former director. About three years ago, Gardener recalled, Thomas offered a 

simple observation: Where are the monuments? 

At the time, the Florida National Cemetery was the second-busiest among the National Cemetery Ad-

ministration’s 155 facilities. But, as Thomas noticed, prominent memorials, so common to other ceme-

teries, were absent. 

One issue was that federal law bars the cemetery from asking the public directly to fund such projects, 

said Gardener, of the Village of Gilchrist and an Army veteran of the Vietnam War. Thus, the JVSC formed 

as a nonprofit to help raise money. 

“One of our biggest missions is beautification of the cemetery and helping them with ceremonies,              
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” Gardener noted. 

This project fit that. 

COVID-19 impeded efforts to get the project going last year. But, Gardener said, that was when the 

group learned about the Hershel “Woody” Williams Foundation. 

Help From a Hero 

Williams, the sole surviving Congressional Medal of Honor recipient from World War II, dedicated the 

foundation to honoring Gold Star families. It does so in part by erecting monuments to families whose 

loved ones have been killed in combat. 

The group’s website notes that its endeavors can be found in all 50 states. It has built 85 monuments, and 

has another 75 in progress, including at the Florida National Cemetery. 

The foundation’s black-granite memorial has a standard design: two large panels with a silhouette of a 

saluting soldier cut into the middle, and two additional, smaller panels set to one side. 

For the JVSC, Gardener said, the cemetery is the “perfect place” for such a monument. Additionally, the 

JVSC sought to partner with Williams’ foundation because its design is already approved by the U.S. De-

partment of Veterans Affairs, which reduced the bureaucratic hurdles that had to be overcome. Gardener 

said the front of the memorial must adhere to the foundation’s design and message. 

While the reverse side of each panel has its own mandated theme — homeland, family, patriot and sacri-

fice — the community can localize them. 

Staff at the cemetery said they welcome the addition. 

“These physical reminders of the sacrifices that ordinary Americans made to ensure our way of life, to de-

fend our Constitution and republic, will inspire those who see them to act extraordinarily in the cause of 

freedom and liberty for all,” said Gerard Lyons, assistant director of the cemetery. 

Localizing Valor 

The JVSC intends to use the following images: 

• Patriot: the Marines raising the flag on Mount Suribachi on Iwo Jima during World War II; 

• Homeland: a map of Florida with additional images of Osceola, the historic Seminole war chief, a space 

shuttle lifting off and the flags of nations that have governed the state; 

• Sacrifice: the cemetery itself with American flags planted by the grave headstones and a bald eagle pass-

ing over; and 
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• Family: a young widow being presented the folded flag of a fallen soldier at a funeral 

Bob Mills, the JVSC treasurer and communications director, said the group is hoping to dedicate the  

Gold Star Families monument around Oct. 1. 

Yet that is just the beginning. The JVSC master plan includes two other displays. 

More to Come 

One, known as the “Burial with Honors” memorial, will actually anchor Freedom Memorial Plaza. 

The setting, according to the master plan, will feature two bronze, lifesize statues of soldiers folding a 

flag above a bronze casket. Flanking that scene will be eight gray granite columns depicting iconic mili-

tary-funeral images: a riderless horse, a caisson, a rifle salute, the “missing man” formation, an honor 

guard, a bugler blowing taps, the folding of the flag and a flag presentation. 

Freedom Memorial Plaza’s third element is known as “Defenders of Freedom Wall.” An existing 470-foot-

long wall at the back of the plaza property will be covered with 68 panels featuring images of veterans or 

military history spanning the American Revolution to today, the JVSC plan indicates. 

Gardener said the panels cost $3,500 each to create and install. The concept, he added, is to seek spon-

sors for each. In fact, he said, a local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution already has 

claimed the first panel. 

Mills noted that the panels can be embedded with QR codes that will link to the story behind each indi-

vidual panel.  

The overall project is expected to take a few years, Gardener said. But once complete, committee mem-

bers think it will a destination site, particularly for the young. 

“We should make it very educational, especially for kids,” said Mills, a Vietnam-era Marine Corps veteran 

who lives in the Village of LaBelle. Mills said there is potential to bring busloads of kids in. 

“It’s something that appears to be getting lost. They have no concept that other people died for their free-

dom,” Mills said. “The more we can get people to think beyond their own generation, the world will be a 

better place. That’s something we can all feel proud of, whether you served or not.” 

Staff writer Bill Thompson can be reached at:    william.thompson@thevillagesmedia.com. 

 



34 

 

 

From Lynn M Geiser 

Here are the Aid & At-

tendance requirements 

and qualifications for 

2021. This is for veterans 

and their spouses who 

qualify and need assis-

tance with their Activi-

ties of Daily Living 

(ADL’s). 
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Veterans Council of St. Johns County, Inc.  

Minutes of May 20, 2021 

Officers Present: Chairman Bill Dudley, Treasurer 

John Mountcastle 

Chairman Bill Dudley called the meeting to order at 7:00 pm. 

Chairman Bill Dudley led the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag, and 

Don Kabrich gave the Invocation. 

The minutes of the April 2021 meeting were approved as presented. 

The Treasurer’s Report was approved as presented. 

Speaker: Donald Earl, Director, United Way of NE Florida spoke on 

United Way’s “Helping Veterans” program 2.1.1. 

Committee Reports: 

 Travis Neidig (VSO) provided updates on the 2021 Homeless 

Standdown, to be held at the Elks Lodge, Anastasia Island on Saturday, 

September 11, 2021. As usual, the set up will occur on the day prior, 

Friday, September 10, 2021. Details to follow on dates and volunteer 

solicitation. 

 John Leslie provided updates on the Veterans Treatment Court 

(VTC) and VVA-1084. The Court is still being held via Zoom until fur-

ther notice. VVA-1084’s 4th Annual Memorial Golf Tournament will be 

held the following Monday, 24 May 2021 at the Palencia Club. The 

tournament has a full house of 108 golfers.  

 Bill Dudley provided updates on the new CBOC, which will have 

its soft opening on 22 June 2021 following the closing of the present  
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CBOC on 18 June 2021. The Grand Opening is planned for November 

11, 2021, pending official approval by the VA. Current planning in-

volves a joint  

Grand Opening with our annual Veterans Day Ceremony. Bill men-

tioned that there are 6133 Veterans currently using the St Augustine 

CBOC. 

 The VCSJC Veterans Day Committee with hold its first planning ses-

sion soon. If approved by the VA, depending on COVID protocols. the 

event will be held in the Parking Lot of the CBOC and include the 

moving Vietnam Memorial Wall and the War on Terror Wall, provided 

by the State of Florida Patriotic Guard Riders, as it has been in years 

past.  

Bill is working closely with city and county entities on a Homeless 

Veterans Initiative effort to convert the emptied CBOC on the facility 

on the south-east corner of the intersection of Old Moultrie Road and 

Southpark Blvd into a temporary housing facility for Homeless Veter-

ans. Bill further discussed the plans for a Memorial Day Ceremony at 

the Anastasia Baptist Church; doors open at 9:00 am with a formal 

program beginning tat 10:00 am. The Military Officers Association of 

America is co-host with VCSJC.  

After all that, Bill also won $5 in the 50/50 Raffle. 

Future Speakers: 

June 24, Ken Moreland, Navy Gold Star Program and  

Suzanne Garrow, Housing Attorney, Jax Legal Aid  

July 29, Ann McCulliss & Tracy Hejmanowski 

Beth Heath, We Can Be Heroes, Special Presentation 
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Home on the Huey: Vietnam medical battalion vets take flight on restored helicopter 

Carson Gerber Kokomo Tribune, Photo by Kelly Lafferty Gerber | Kokomo Tribune     

BUNKER HILL — Maurice “Corky” Walsh stepped off the 

Huey helicopter and onto the tarmac at Grissom Air Reserve 

Base as the deep thumping of the blades subsided. The 75-year-

old Vietnam veteran was grinning ear to ear. “That’s the sound 

we heard 365 days a year, 24 hours a day,” he said. It was a 

sound Walsh came to love when he served for a year as a crew 

chief and gunner in 1967 in the 15th Medical Battalion, 1st 

Cavalry Division in the U.S. Army. 

And it was sound that brought back poignant memories for the around 30 Vietnam vets who on Satur-

day gathered at the American Huey Museum, which restores and commemorates the very same helicop-

ters that were used in the 15th Medical Battalion. 

Since 1998, veterans who served in that battalion have met every year at different locations around the 

country to swap stories, see old friends and remember their time serving in the war. But this year's re-

union in Kokomo was extra special. That’s because they all had a chance to watch or fly in the Huey 

medical evacuation helicopters in which many of them served as pilots, medics or gunners. 

Since 2005, the museum has fully restored two Hueys, which are flown during special events, and 

turned another of the medivac aircraft into a static exhibit at its facility located at 1697 W. Hoosier 

Blvd. 

But for 79-year-old Larry Hatch, it wasn’t a chance to fly in just any Huey. The museum in 2009 actually 

restored the very chopper which he piloted during his year of service in the battalion. In fact, when the 

museum acquired it, it still had the logo Hatch painted on it. 

Museum founder John Walker eventually contacted Hatch about the restored medical helicopter and 

asked if he wanted to fly it. “I couldn’t believe it,” Hatch said. “I couldn’t believe I had the opportunity, 

50 years later, to have the chance to get in and fly the same Huey.” Since then, the Olympia, Washington, 

resident has been flying it every year during the museum’s annual Patriot’s Weekend at Grissom. Now, 

Hatch said, he’s glad the reunion of the 15th Medical Battalion has finally made it’s way to Kokomo so 

all the veterans could have a chance to fly in choppers that played an integral role during their service. 

“This keeps the spirit alive of those members who lost their lives so we could live free,” he said. 

Richard Medlock, 72, of Georgia, said it was exciting to be around the helicopters for the first time 

since he served in Vietnam in 1970s, but he didn’t have any desire to get back into one. Medlock served 

in the battalion as a radio telephone operator, communicating with the helicopters from the ground be-

fore they landed in camp. The time he did ride in a Huey, they came under attach and a bullet nearly 
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struck Medlock. 

“Yeah, I wasn’t too excited about getting back in a helicopter,” he said. “They’ve been trying and trying to 

get me back on the bird, but I have no desire to. Plus, I told my wife I promised I’d stay on the ground.” 

But for pilot and gunner Walsh, dealing with enemy fire while making runs to pick up injured soldiers 

just came with the territory. He said that on one mission, when they were attacked, they landed back at 

camp to find 93 bullet holes in the chopper. 

Hatch said that what really set the 15th Medical Battalion apart, though, was the 98.5% survival rate they 

had for all the people they picked up on the battlefield. He said that’s one of the highest of any medical 

unit that served in the war.  

“We had a phenomenal success rate” Hatch said. “It’s unbelievable.” Walsh credited their success to the fact 

that every medivac chopper had a tight-knit crew that knew how to work together to complete the mis-

sion. 

“It had to be that way, because each one of us depended on each other,” he said. “But you didn’t think 

about that. Your main function was to get the aircraft airborne and get the guys back to the med station to 

get them treated.” 

Throughout the afternoon, veterans and their families hopped on board one of the restored Huey heli-

copters stationed at the museum. Many walked away with smiles or tears in their eyes. Walsh said it was 

amazing to be around the Hueys, but what’s even more special is seeing the men who served on the air-

crafts during the group’s annual reunion in Kokomo, where the veterans stayed from Thursday to Sunday. 

“We’re a pretty close-knit bunch,” he said. “The reason I come to these is to see these guys, because we’re 

not guaranteed tomorrow. I want to cherish what time I do have and see these guys.” Radio operator 

Medlock said for him, the reunion has been a great way for his wife to learn about his experiences in Vi-

etnam. The two are celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary this year. 

“From coming to these, she’s learned the reason of why I am the way I am,” he said. Medlock said the re-

unions give him a chance to not only swap war stories, but also remember the comrades they lost and the 

lives they saved during their service. 

“We didn’t just serve the U.S. forces,” he said. “We served our allies and sick or injured civilians. We even 

served the enemy sometimes. We looked after everyone who needed us, no matter what side they were 

on. As it says on our banner, we did this so others may live.” 

Walsh said that experience has created a deeply felt connection among all the men who served in 15th 

Medical Battalion, and the annual reunion is their way to keep that connection alive. “It’s a brotherhood,” 

he said. “We have a bond that can’t be broken.” 
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Jacksonville's 'Grandma Gunner,' a Gulf War vet, honored on Women Veterans Day in 

Washington,  by Matt Soergel, Florida Times-Union  

Everyone called her "Grandma Gunner," which made perfect sense: Sandy Mitten, at 49, was indeed a 

grandmother, and her job aboard a U.S. Coast Guard patrol boat in 

the Persian Gulf put her right behind a .50-caliber machine gun. 

She never had to fire it in combat, but she would have if her boat 

were to be attacked as the war went on. 

She made that clear in a letter she wrote to her stepmother in Jan-

uary 1991. 

Before this all came about, I wondered if I would really be able to 

use my weapon against someone else. I have no question now. You know, like so many others, I prayed 

for a peaceful end before this. But, now that it isn't peaceful & it won't be, I just want to do whatever 

has to be done to get this whole damn mess over with. Mitten is 79 now, living in Jacksonville, near her 

three children. She has "nine or 10" grandchildren and two great-grandchildren as well. 

Her letter home is a key part of a huge collection of the Center for American War Letters, which num-

bers more than 175,000 and ranges from the Revolutionary War to Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Andrew Carroll, who heads the project from his home in Washington, D.C., prizes Mitten's letter, both 

for its immediacy and its relative rarity. It's written by a woman in combat, and it's from the Gulf War, 

from which he had few letters. And it's dramatic — stopping in mid-sentence during a Scud missile at-

tack, only to pick up again the next evening. 

Carroll, who's 51, has known Mitten for 20 years. Her letter was among the earliest in the collection 

he has amassed. He brought her to Washington over the weekend for Women Veterans Day on June 12. 

She donated two Coast Guard tropical camo uniforms from the Gulf War to be displayed at the Military 

Women’s Memorial near the entrance to Arlington National Cemetery (she's keeping her dress blues, 

which still fit her, to be buried in). 

And she was honored — a surprise to her — with both a memorial "Living Legend" award and cus-

tom brooch representing the Coast Guard. 

She deserves it, Carroll said. "She's feisty. She's tough." 

Two nights ago, the Patriots went off right from our Port which is about 1 mile from our compound. I 

thought that the missiles landed right in our courtyard. A terrible BOOM when it took off and a sec-

ond BOOM when it broke the sound barrier. There was debris all over. 

Next P.M. 

Back again. In the middle of the sentence, we had a Skud attack. You should have seen it. One of my 
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people called me outside to tell them what was coming toward our tower. I ran outside and when I 

looked I saw these flashes in the sky. 

Letters from War 

Carroll's collection of letters is now housed at the Center for Ameri-

can War Letters at Chapman University. The project has evolved in-

to a podcast, several books, a virtual museum and a play, "If All the 

Sky Were Paper." In a preview for the play that can be found on 

YouTube, Oscar-winning actress Laura Dern reads part of Mitten's 

letter. 

The earliest letter in the collection is from 1775, as a young man encourages another to join the revolu-

tion.  

Some are from non-combatants caught up in conflict. There's a letter from a man who was in Ford's Thea-

tre when Abraham Lincoln was shot. And there's a 14-page letter from a woman who was at Ground Ze-

ro on 9/11, a letter whose writing is blurred by her tears. 

Another is from a sailor who was trapped inside a ship in Pearl Harbor during the 1941 attack, writing 

a letter to his sister in what Carroll calls a "stream of consciousness" account. 

“They humanize warfare," Carroll said of the letters. "These are not statistics that go and fight. “ 

At war in the Persian Gulf 

Mitten was born and raised in Milwaukee and joined the Navy in 1959, months out of high school, so she 

could get away from home. 

She left the Navy in December 1960; she'd gotten married and was pregnant, and her husband, a sailor, 

thought pregnant women shouldn't be in the Navy. 

By 1974 she was divorced and living back in Milwaukee, working in a Briggs & Stratton factory that made 

small engines. She decided to join the Navy again — she was thinking ahead and looking for a pension. 

But the recruiter, noting that she had three children under 18, suggested the Coast Guard Reserve. That 

way she could be home much of the time. 

She was soon sworn into the Reserve program and worked in port security in Milwaukee. She stayed at 

the factory on the floor and in union leadership, positions that had historically been held by men. 

In September 1990 her unit was sent to the Persian Gulf where it became the first in the Coast Guard 

Reserve to be activated in a time of war. She arrived in Saudi Arabia on Sept. 18 as a first-class petty of-

ficer, one day after turning 49. 
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She was one of four women in her unit who served as gunners on boats patrolling the harbor of Damman. 

She witnessed frequent Scud missile attacks, one of which sent chunks of an intercepted missile into the 

compound where she lived. 

Everyone was scared during those attacks, man or woman, she said. They huddled together; some prayed, 

some cried. 

She remembers her six months in Saudi Arabia: searing temperatures topping 120, drenching humidity, 

the smell of burning trash and oil on the beach, the sound of Scud missiles overhead and the Patriot mis-

siles launched to destroy them. 

Recently she wrote another letter, this one for Carroll at the war letters project after he requested a bi-

ography from her. In it she wrote about her clear memories of the war. 

It has been 30 years since that experience and sometimes thinking back on it, you can still hear the 

sounds, smell the smells and feel the emotions of what all of us endured. Would I do it again? You bet your 

sweet ass I would!! 

A groundbreaker 

Mitten has been married and divorced three times and remained friends with all three men, she said. She 

was even part-time caretaker for her last husband. All three have passed away. 

“You see, they couldn’t live without me,” she said with a chuckle. 

She moved from Milwaukee to Jacksonville's Mandarin neighborhood 11 years ago to be close to family. 

It's been a good life, she said. 

"I feel so much gratitude. Yes, I did give my life to the military, and yes, I sometimes lived away from my 

family, but I think I raised my kids to know that was just something that had to be done, that I had to do," 

she said. 

Some have called her a groundbreaker, for moving into male-dominated positions in the factory where 

she worked, for manning a machine gun in the Persian Gulf, with grandchildren at home. 

Mitten is reluctant to take on that title. 

"I didn’t look at it like that, and I said many times and I’ll continue to say many times over, that I’m just 

an ordinary person, I really am. An ordinary person. 

"I had a friend say to me years ago, 'Sandy, you’re an ordinary person who did extraordinary things.' I 

don’t look at myself like that," she said. "I didn't do it intentionally, but the opportunity came and I 

thought, OK, I'll go ahead and try it. What can they say? No?" 
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Great video about service, bravery & family.  Really worth the time to watch. 

 

https://chriswoodsdirector.com/gray-eagles-documentary/ 

mailto:https://chriswoodsdirector.com/gray-eagles-documentary/
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From a June 16, 2021 IRS' Exempt Organizations Notice 

Information on Notices Received After Paper Filing Form 990-EZ       

or Form 8868 

The IRS is experiencing delays in processing paper returns, including 

Form 990‑EZ, Short Form Return of Organization Exempt from In-

come Tax, and Form 8868, Application for Extension of Time To File an 

Exempt Organization Return. 

The IRS encourages organizations to file these forms electronically. If 

you file Form 990-EZ on paper, you may receive a prematurely-issued 

CP259A notice of non-filing. If you file Form 8868 on paper, there may 

be a delay in receiving CP211A notice confirming approval of your ex-

tension request. If you filed your return or extension request on pa-

per, you do not need to take any further action. Please don’t file a sec-

ond return or contact the IRS about the status of your filing. We ap-

preciate your patience. 

Note: this DOES NOT APPLY to exempt organizations filing annual in-

formation reports electronically. ALL exempt organizations must file 

annual information reports (990-N, 990-EZ or 990) electronically for 

tax years ending on or after July 31, 2021. 

John Mountcastle, 

Treasurer 

The Veterans' Council of St. Johns County, Inc. 



44 

  



45 

  

 

Disaster Resources Available to Veterans 

“Veterans and their families should be focused on their health and 

safety during the natural disasters,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “VA is taking action to give those 

with pending debts greater flexibility during these challenging times.”  

Health Care Assistance 

If you have questions such as where to go for care or how to receive prescribed medications, VA has established a 

toll-free number for assistance in areas that have been impacted by disasters. Veterans or their families can call 

the VA Veterans Disaster Response line 24 hours, seven days a week at 1-800-507-4571.   

Debt Relief 

If you are affected by a natural disaster, have a VBA benefit debt and need temporary financial relief, please con-

tact VA's Debt Management Center at 1-800-827-0648 to request assistance.  

If you have questions on Compensation or Pension benefits: Call toll-free 1-800-827-1000 Monday - Friday 7 

a.m. to 8 p.m. CST. 

Other Resources 

Find a VA Vet Center near you 877-WAR-VETS (927-8387) or https://www.va.gov/find-locations 

Mobile Vet Centers and Vet Center teams are actively responding to disaster-affected areas to offer counseling 

and grief support as well as connection and referral services to other VA and community resources. 

 

Find a VA facility near you https://www.va.gov/find-locations 

Call the White House VA Hotline 24 hours a day, seven days a week at 1-855-948-2311. 

Apply for $500 grant for your damaged primary residence (on a first come, first serve basis subject to funding) 

from PenFed Foundation. 

National Resource Directory - Search for local resources for Veterans, their families, caregivers, and survivors. 

FEMA - FEMA helps with temporary housing, repair or replacement of existing homes. 

American Red Cross - The American Red Cross offers emergency financial assistance to the most impacted coun-

ties. Please call 1-800-733-2767 to see if you qualify. 

Disaster Assistance – An easy way to determine if your zip code has been declared a disaster and eligible for assis-

tance. The website also allows users to complete an online application and the ability to check FEMA application 

status. 
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 Florida veterans and military families have a new resource to receive the care they need thanks to a partnership 

dedicated to serving this most deserving population. 

Centerstone and the Cohen Veterans Network have joined forces to offer compassionate, targeted behavioral 

health care for Post 9/11 veterans, National Guard, Reservists, their families and active duty family members at the 

Steven A. Cohen Military Family Clinic at Centerstone, Jacksonville.  https://centerstone.org/cohen-military-

family-clinic/jacksonville/. The clinic’s skilled clinicians and staff have been trained to work specifically with 

veterans and their families, and some are veterans themselves.   Services offered include individual therapy for 

children, adolescents and adults, couples therapy, family therapy, groups and workshops.   

“Military families are some of the most resilient people you will ever encounter, but a life of service often gives 

way to invisible wounds and unique challenges that are difficult to navigate,” Elizabeth Sherr, clinic director said. 

“We understand those challenges and stand ready to support our veterans and their loved ones with effective, 

personalized care right now.” 

The clinic’s ability to meet the needs of veterans and their families quickly is vital in today’s mental health envi-

ronment where gaining access to care can often be daunting - with long wait times and all too common barriers to 

overcome.  The Cohen Clinic at Centerstone is committed to reducing these barriers.  Not only are military fami-

lies currently able to receive same day appointments, the clinic also offers all therapy services via telehealth - 

breaking down time and distance concerns that can sometimes be problematic.    

“We want to make getting help as easy as possible for our veterans and family members,” Brigadier General (ret.) 

Michael Fleming, the clinic’s outreach director said.  “Sometimes just reaching out for help is difficult enough, 

and we want to ensure we meet this step with compassion and ease.”  

For the time being, in an effort to ensure the safety of clients and team members amidst the COVID-19 physical dis-

tancing guidelines, that includes conducting all services via CVN Telehealth or telephone.  Studies have shown 

telehealth has the same efficacy as in-person counseling and the clinic’s therapists are well trained in the delivery 

of this care.  Additionally, front desk staff still have complete access to answer the appointment line during busi-

ness hours, as before, and veterans, military families and outside organizations can continue to call directly for an 

appointment. 

Veterans, National Guard, Reservists, their families and active duty family members may contact the clinic at (904) 

431-3500 to schedule appointments. Clinic hours are: 

Monday               8:00am – 5:00pm 

Tuesday               8:00am – 5:00pm 

Wednesday         8:00am – 7:00pm 

Thursday              8:00am – 5:00pm 

Friday                   8:00am - 12:00pm 

For more information on clinic services log on to https://centerstone.org/cohen-military-family-clinic/

jacksonville/  or call the appointment line at (904) 431-3500. 
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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   Tony D’Aleo                      adaleo5579@gmail.com; Duval 

1048   Rod Phillips                       cobra101st@gmail.com; Daytona 

1059   David Treffinger                 dtreffinger433@msn.com; Clay 

1084   John Leslie                        john_leslie15@yahoo.com; St. Johns 

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

1092   Forest Hope                      foresthope@usa.net; Gainesville 

1134   Marvin Lagle                     mdlagle@gmail.com; Baker  
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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: Harry Silvers     President Steve Spickelmier 

Meetings:      Meetings: 

First Wednesday of each month    Third Tuesday of each month 

Location:      Location: 

American Legion Post 250    American Legion Post 37 

3939 County Rd 218     Main Building 

Middleburg, FL 32068      San Juan Avenue   

Time: 1400 (2pm)     Tome: 1900 (7 pm) 

 

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 cre-

ated by Roy Havekost and his web design company PageAuthors. 

The VC strongly recommends that you contact Roy, 727-487-6252, 

if you or your vet group wants to create a website or Facebook 

page. 

 

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 St. 

Johns County Administration Building     

500 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 McDermott, SR VSO 

Travis Neidig, Assistant VSO 

Angela McKenzie, Assistant VSO 

 

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.  


