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One boy’s One boy’s 
unforgettable unforgettable 
momentmoment
By Don McDonough | Special to The 
American Legion Magazine

On a hot and humid July 
day in 1947, I was among 

about 10,000 other kids at Shibe 
Park, north Philadelphia’s 
venerable old ballpark. We had 
been invited to the traveling 
tribute to baseball legend Babe 
Ruth, as part of the annual 
American Legion Baseball 
All-Star Game. At the time, 
the Babe was national director 
of American Legion Baseball. 
I was among a half- dozen 
inner-city kids from the YMCA 
invited to the event.
We arrived by trolley car to a 
scene that was overwhelming. 
Thousands were already there. 
The Philadelphia Inquirer 
reported, “Some 10,000 
youngsters went wild when 
an open car drove onto the 
field and the Babe stepped 
out. He was greeted at home 
plate by Connie Mack and 
addressed the group over the 
microphone, his voice being 
surprisingly vibrant and his 
delight at the rousing reception 
very apparent ... Bundled in 
his traditional camel’s hair 
coat, he replied to the gracious 
speeches and the prayer offered 
by Cardinal Spellman with a 
husky, heartbreaking, almost 
incoherently audible speech 

about the value of baseball for 
boys.
Thousands wept at the sight 
and sound of what had been an 
indescribably vital American 
hero.”
The children howled and 

applauded. Ruth proceeded to 
his third-base box seats, first 
row off the field, accompanied 
by a full entourage of VIPs and 
his wife. The gang from the 
Y was seated almost directly 
behind him.
I started to slowly make my way 
to his box. I reached the first 

row and an unattended metal 
gate that opened to the field. I 
made my move.
I darted just a few feet onto 
the field, turned and was face 
to face with the Babe. He was 
laughing with friends and was 

a bit startled at my approach. I 
thrust a piece of scrap paper and 
a school pencil toward him. He 
smiled and in a raspy voice said, 
“Sure, kid.” He penciled “Babe 
Ruth” on the paper. I decided to 
push my luck. In a weak voice, 
I asked, “Could you sign it, ‘To 
Don’?”

“Sure, Don,” he answered. 
“Here it is.”
I scrambled back to my seat, 
clutching my new treasure, 
fully realizing that I had hit 
something of a home run 
myself: a personal autograph 
from Babe Ruth.
Now, some 58 years later – after 
a newspaper career that placed 
me in the company of VIPs, 
presidents, rock stars and other 
celebrities, long after Schibe 
Park was razed to become a 
parking lot – no other event 
means so much. I still have 
that scrap of paper. And to this 
day, when conversation turns 
to Legion Baseball, my mind 
drifts to that moment when I 
was 12 and heard an American 
legend speak those words: 
“Sure, Don … here it is.”
Army veteran Don McDonough 
is a former reporter for The 
Philadelphia Inquirer who later 
worked as a public- relations 
executive.
The Bambino’s place in Legion 
Baseball
Babe Ruth’s final years were 
spent as American Legion 
Baseball’s national director. 
The Ford Motor Co., a major 
national sponsor of the program, 
paid Ruth $20,000 to promote 
the program in 1947 and 1948. 
He traveled the country in those 
years, attending tournaments 
and signing autographs. In his 
farewell address at Yankee 
Stadium, he was introduced by 
an American Legion Baseball 
player as the program’s national 
director. His final promotional 
visit for Legion Baseball was in 
Spencer, Iowa, in 1948. A few 
weeks later, he passed away at 
age 53.

Pro baseball legend Babe Ruth speaks at The 
American Legion World Series in Los Angeles in 
1947. (File photo)
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Still Serving America
Do you have an ongoing program or 
activity that serves your community? 
Do you have a friend or relative that 
goes above and beyond the call of duty 
to help others?
Drop us a line and tell us what your 
story is or how you or this person is 
demonstrating that they are Still Serving 
America, but must be received  by the 
10th of the month, the month prior.
In submitting your information, please 
be sure to include your full name, 
address and telephone number.  There’s 
a good chance the information you send 
us will make it into The Observer.  Please 
send to: Still Serving America, The 
American Legion, 7465 East 1st Ave. Ste 
D Denver, CO 80230.
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Join The American Legion 

 

 Help Our Nation's Veterans



Legionnaires and members of the American Legion Family, as 
we close out 2020, I want to wish everyone a happy holiday 

season. I know it’s been a difficult year for many. It’s been a year 
of loss, whether that of a loved one 
or a job; separation from family and 
friends; political and racial tensions; 
and devastating hurricanes.

In the midst of this difficult year, 
there is an abundance of gratitude.

I have sincere gratitude for the 
entire American Legion Family. 
I have been inspired daily by the 
selfless actions of Legionnaires, 
Sons of The American Legion 
members, American Legion Riders 
and Auxiliary members who have 
served their communities during 
these challenging times. American 
Legion Family members have 

rallied to provide food to those in need, organized special birthday 
recognition drive-byes for World War II veterans, hosted blood 
donation drives in their communities and provided other services.

We have chronicled hundreds of stories on www.legion.org/
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A Message From National Commander Oxford

Closing out 2020 with gratitude 
By: James W. "Bill" Oxford, National Commander

National Commander 
James W. "Bill" Oxford

  January 2021

coronavirus that demonstrate how American Legion posts have 
served communities, states and nation during the pandemic.

I also am thankful for our brave men and women who are protecting 
us at home and abroad. Many of our troops will not be able to see 
their families this Christmas. Please keep them in your thoughts 
and prayers.

Additionally, I am thankful for every veteran who has served 
our nation with honor. As deeply troubling as 2020 has been, our 
democracy is strong. Our nation has withstood challenges before, 
and we will come out of this challenging year even stronger than 
when it began.

Most of all when I consider the blessings 2020 has provided, I will 
think of The American Legion. I am honored to be your national 
commander. I am inspired by all the community service you 
have performed in the past year. And I am truly grateful for your 
friendship, dedication, patriotism and membership in the nation’s 
largest, most influential and greatest veterans service organization.

I end this year with holiday greetings for all of you. Please listen to 
them and share with other fellow members and veterans at www.
vimeo.com/americanlegion.

Have a safe and blessed holiday and New Year.

The American Legion - Wilkie must be held accountable
By: The American Legion

In February, American Legion National Commander James W. 
“Bill” Oxford called on Congress to investigate allegations that 

senior leadership at the Department of Veterans Affairs attempted 
to retaliate against a veteran for reporting a sexual assault at the 
VA Medical Center in Washington, D.C. On Dec. 10, the VA’s 
Inspector General reported that VA leadership did not follow up 
or ensure the medical center had been implementing VA’s anti-
harassment and anti-sexual assault efforts.
Oxford issued the following statement concerning the findings of 
the IG:
“The American Legion has long supported legislation that brings 
accountability to the Department of Veterans Affairs,” Oxford 
said. “We have also called for the equal and respectful treatment 

of women veterans. It is unfair to expect accountability from the 
nearly 400,000 VA employees and not demand the same from 
its top executive. It is clear that Secretary Robert Wilkie failed 
to meet the standard that the veteran who came forward with the 
complaint deserved.
“VA’s own website includes a pledge to Stand Up to Stop 
Harassment Now! The document states that VA is ‘committed to a 
harassment-free health care environment for everyone and will not 
tolerate harassment of any kind.’ Clearly, that did not occur in this 
case. During one of my visits to a VA hospital, I was asked to sign 
the same pledge and gladly did so.
“By the promises set forth by his own department, The American 
Legion believes Secretary Wilkie should resign. Wilkie’s top 
lieutenants Pam Powers, James Hutton and Curt Cashour should 
also step down because of their roles in this violation of trust.”
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Department Commander Jackson's Call 

I sincerely hope everyone is having a great start to the New Year.  
I think we could all agree that we want a much better 2021.  I 

know I will work towards stoking that fire and “Keeping the Flame 
of Patriotism Burning”.

We have a program event rapidly 
approaching and we need to make sure 
we have plans and even start working 
towards making them more successful 
than ever.  Sometimes that spark will 
turn into a fire, in this case our spark is 
today’s youth.  One program that can 
showcase this flame of patriotism is 
the Oratorical Program.  Our work 
with our communities’ youth can not 
only strengthen their knowledge of 
the Constitution but will definitely 
refresh and help to reinforce why 
the Constitution is our nation’s most 
import document. This program is 
also and excellent opportunity for 
our youth between their freshman 
and senior year of high school to 

earn that much needed scholarship money for college.  For more 
information check Department Website at (http://coloradolegion.
org/4-pillars-2/americanism/oractorical/) and let your local 
students get involved.

We are embarking on the future of Virtual/Digital communications.  
We have the opportunity to merge these methods to make our 
programs and membership involvement stronger and conveniently 
available to a much larger population across the state. I encourage 
everyone to help embrace the virtual concept and for those who 
need help. Please reach out as we work on getting you the help 
and training you may need. The virtual world along with social 
networking is huge in reaching Veterans in every corner of our 

A New Start - Happy New Year
By: Greg Jackson, Department Commander

Greg Jackson 
Department 
Commander

state.  When we share something on Facebook please take a 
minute to not only share it to your network, but also reach out to 
any Community Message boards you subscribe to. Also, do not be 
bashful about getting information into Department to have added 
to our Websites. When we can flood social media with all the good 
things The American Legion does then we will gain increased 
active participation in our organization.  Always remember 
everything that may be seen as a negative can be a big opportunity 
to show or accomplish a positive change.  

I personally ask everyone in our great Department to reach out to 
one Veteran by phone, email, or a door visit and check on them and 
as always not just those on your membership roster but throughout 
the community.  Many older veterans often get overlooked this 
time of year; but do not forget the other veterans who fall between 
a crack.  These overlooked veterans are often the ones that need 
our assistance more than they show. With the holidays being over 
the long winter is still here for another couple of months. Currently 
hope is on the way with COVID vaccines and that will help 
with being able to socialize again with the warmth of a personal 
handshake, or hug, but until then please keep in communication 
with all our veterans. A great place for lots of resource information 
is another Department website (American Legion Today.com).

Lastly, I would like to thank Team Colorado for maintaining 
a continual patience with the 2020 year and all the challenges 
it brought us.  I would like to extend a big appreciation to the 
Auxiliary with the “25 days of Patriotism” for Christmas, I not 
only enjoyed seeing it daily but received many likes from the 
Community message boards, showing us that Americanism and 
Patriotism is still alive and well in Colorado and will be for years 
to come. I am extremely proud of all our juniors. 

I ask everyone to keep up the great teamwork and continue to 
“Keep the Flames of Patriotism Burning”

Join The American Legion 

 

And, Help Our Nation's Veterans
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A Message From Department Sr. Vice Commander Kossow

The Membership year 
By:Chip Kossow, Department Sr. Vice Commander 

There is some misunderstanding of The American Legion’s 
membership year and when renewals start. The American 

Legion membership year is based on the calendar year, from 01 
January until 31 December. The renewal process begins on 01 

July of the preceding membership 
year. For instance, 01 July 2020 
began the renewal period for the 2021 
membership year. The goal is to have 
everyone renewed for the start of 
the new year when it begins on 01 
January.

Having said that, it is important to 
note that membership expires on 31 
December if dues are not paid for the 
next year and the member becomes 
delinquent starting 01 January.  On 01 
February, the member is suspended 
until 30 June, when the member is 
dropped from the membership rolls. 
The constitution and bylaws of many 

Posts require rights and privileges be forfeited once a member 
becomes suspended and these members must be approved for 
reinstatement by the membership once dues has been caught up. 
Please avoid becoming delinquent or suspended!

Renewal notices are sent out in July, October, January, March 
and May. When a member renews, they are removed from future 

Chip Kossow
Sr. Vice Commander

renewal notices for that year. There are times when a member pays 
their dues, but they still receive a renewal notice. If dues are paid 
to the local post, it takes a little longer for national to be notified 
about the renewal and the member may receive another renewal 
notice. If this occurs, please check with your local post to ensure 
they have received your dues. The process is getting more efficient.

The American Legion is a great advocate for veterans and veteran 
affairs. The membership is the life blood of our organization. Our 
large size bolsters the strength of our national headquarters when 
they lobby congress on our behalf. For the individual veteran 
and their family, there are programs and services that come 
with membership as well as money saving benefits (see legion.
org member discounts on the member drop down tab). Members 
also receive twelve-month subscription to The American Legion 
Magazine. Many join just for the opportunity to give back and 
help out. Whatever your reason for joining and staying with The 
American Legion, please pass the word to our fellow veterans. We 
are strong and can be stronger with our brothers and sisters at our 
side.

Remember the LEGION Act has expanded our membership period 
from 07 December 1941 to a date to be announced in the future. 
Also, Buddy Checks to ensure our brothers and sisters are doing 
well.

God Bless our veterans, their families, and the United States of 
America!

VA begins COVID-19 vaccinations

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced 
today, the New Orleans and Bedford, Massachusetts VA 

Medical Centers are the first two department facilities to begin 
administration of COVID-19 vaccinations to frontline health care 
employees and Veterans residing in long-term care Community 
Living and Spinal Cord Injury and Disorder centers.

See here for a photo of the first VA patient to receive the vaccine.

Both facilities are part of the initial group of 37 VA medical 
centers across the country that began receiving and administering 
the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine this week.

The sites were chosen for their ability to vaccinate large numbers 
of people and store the vaccines at extremely cold temperatures.

COVID-19 vaccine implementation will include an initial limited-
supply phase followed by a general implementation phase, when 
large supplies of the vaccine become available.

“Ultimately, the department’s goal is to offer the vaccine to all 

Veterans receiving care at VA,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. 
“As increased vaccine supply is obtained, VA plans to distribute 
these vaccines at additional facilities to provide the vaccine to 
more Veterans and employees.”

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration stated  in clinical trials 
the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine was 95% effective in 
preventing COVID-19 disease. The vaccine is administered as a 
series of two doses, 21 days apart. The side effects appear similar 
to those of other vaccines and are short-lived.  

VA will report directly to the CDC data on all vaccine doses 
administered by VA. The department will also provide general, 
public updates on the number of people who receive the vaccination 
at these sites, similar to how VA posts COVID-19 testing figures.

Veterans seeking additional information may sign up to get updated 
information through VA’s COVID-19 Vaccine Keep Me Informed 
tool, visit the VA Coronavirus Vaccine FAQs webpage, contact 
their care team or visit their facility website.
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The American Legion Celebrates 
By: Annette Johnson, Department Jr. Vice Commander By: Annette Johnson, Department Jr. Vice Commander 

Most of us have been under additional stress this past year and 
as we begin this New Year I thought it would be wonderful 

to share some of the small acts of kindness our fellow Legionnaires 
and Posts have contributed in giving our communities a little bit of 

inspiration. Albert Einstein once said, 
“The ideals which have lighted my way, 
and time after time have given me new 
courage to face life cheerfully, have 
been Kindness, Beauty, and Truth.” 
Let’s remember all of us are still 
learning to live a new way and the best 
way to implement new life are to remain 
patient, give a smile and most of all say 
Thank you. Here are some examples 
of the GREAT work our members are 
doing in our local communities.
Post 1: FORGOTTEN HEROES 
CAMPAIGN (FHC) CELEBRATION 
DAY
American Legion Post 1 hosted the 
Forgotten Heroes Campaign (FHC) 
Celebration on August 7, 2020. 

The celebration was held in conjunction with the Purple Heart 
Recognition Day, which was established in 1782 by George 
Washington, and bears his likeness.  The Purple Heart medal is 
given to deserving Veterans wounded in combat.  After serving 
over 32 years in the Air Force, Brigadier General Sal Villano 
Retired and started FHC in 1998, a non-profit organization, 
explaining, “The FHC mission directs searches for veterans who 
have honorably served their country, and present earned, but never 
received or lost, medals, awards, ribbons, and badges ribbons and 
medals to them, or their family members.” He further states, “… 
it’s possible to accomplish anything in life.  A positive attitude is 
what propels you. We owe it to those who sacrificed their lives for 
our freedom. We may not have to die for someone, but we should 
practice sacrificial love by listening, helping, encouraging, and 
giving. Give all the love you can, and then try to give a little more.” 
Forgotten Heroes Campaign has honored over 600 Veterans since 
1998. Post 1 has also been busy with a special Victory over Japan 
Day celebration, delivery of Thanksgiving dinners and Turkey 
donations to Fitzsimons. 
Post 82: One of the first areas to open back up Post 82 has  been able 
to reinstate their weekly socials and community outreach programs 
by participating in National Family Week through conducting their 
annual food drive to ensure families in need received food for the 
holidays. Known for conducting Burger Burns and membership 
drives the Post continued to serve their community throughout the 
fall and assisted with Toys for Tots pick up and distribution.
Post 206: AL Post 206 partnered with Paralyzed Veterans of 
America (PVA), TAL Post 5280 and VFW Post 2461 to provide 
lunches to the staff at the VA. Upon placing a call to the Women 
Veterans Clinic and ask how many staff members they had and 

to tell them we were going to provide them with a free lunch, the 
woman on the other end was literally stunned and said, “Wow, 
I can’t believe anyone would want to do something like that for 
us.” So, it was with great pride, that we were there to greet them 
while they got their free lunch, provided in conjunction with Full 
Battle Rattle Deli, a veteran-owned food truck. A portion of their 
proceeds goes to support a culinary boot camp for veterans. A total 
win-win-win today! The Post collaborated with Auxiliary Unit 1 
collecting and donating socks to the Fisher House and Odyssey 
House. 
Post 183: Placed more of a focus on their Post Everlasting 
Ceremonies, conducted a flag retirement ceremony, a community 
garage sale and burger burns. During the summer and at the height 
of COVID members of District 6 Post 183 ALR, along with 
members from District 4 and 5 Post 22 ALR  participated in the 
annual Bore Sighters Run and raised funds to help support our 
Senior Veterans living at Fitzsimons Community Living Center.
Post 1187: has been very busy lately. The Commander received 
a call learning someone stranded in Castle Rock while trying to 
get home, he had ran out of money and needed gas. The Service 
Officer met up with him and Post donated $50.00. The Post assisted 
an elderly couple stranded for two weeks and with nowhere to 
go, while waiting to get into their new home, the Post donated 
funds to put them in a hotel so the veteran could make all this VA 
appointments. They have also assisted a Veteran with some home 
improvements. Along with ALA Unit 1187 and American Heritage 
Girls Troop 8909 donated 300 Holiday cards to the veterans at 
Fitzsimons.
Post 1864: In August a call was received from a disabled Veteran 
in need of some assistance to move a refrigerator from one home to 
a neighbor’s home. While there Cmdr. Scott Neff and Adj. Randy  
Kloewer noticed the neighbors flags above the garage door had 
wrapped around the poles, they spoke with the gentlemen asked 
if they could unfurl the flags, this is when they discovered the 
gentleman is a Proud Army Veteran. Within minutes the flags were 
waving in the wind, then it was discovered the flag pole in the 
other front yard would not stay fully extended, together the two of 
them worked to lift and tighten down the extension pole and once 
again Ole’ Glory was bellowing proudly waving in the wind.
Post 1976: has collected and delivered complete computer systems 
to organizations for children who are in need so they may attend 
school at home. Delivered over 100 face masks to the 244th along 
with suicide prevention and membership materials, BSA Pack & 
Troops 127 performed Christmas Carols and shared in “The Legacy 
of Christmas” stories via zoom and made a video for the veterans 
at Fitzsimons as well as participated in the Auxiliary ’25 days till 
Christmas program’. The Post provided Holiday cards, tee shirts, 
socks and water bottles to the veterans for holiday gifting. In our fifth 
year, the C&Y team members packed and delivered 200 gift bags, 
toys for homeless children and food for veteran families in need.
Post 1992: Rebuilt their fallen memorial to honor those lost. 
Members collected warm clothing for a stand down, and continue 

A Message From Department Jr. Vice Commander Johnson

Annette Johnson
Department Jr. 

Vice Commander
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to collect items. There are currently five hotels housing the 
homeless. On October 24th members delivered 140 lunches, coats 
gloves and socks along with hygiene kits to aid homeless veterans. 
Post2002: Being unable to be active in the community Post 2002 
made a decision to provide assistance to veterans and families 
by donating $1000.00 to VAF, $1000.00 to CVKF and $250 to 
the USO at DIA. They are working on Continuous Membership 
Certificates for their members to say thank you and reaching 
out to members with Buddy Checks asking if anyone is need of 
assistance. 
Post 1260: A veteran reached out to Commander Langran 
desperately in need of getting his roof repaired. Commander 
Langran reached into his book of veteran owned businesses and 
contacted Johno Skeeters of Valor Roofing who determined this 
veteran qualified and proceeded to install a free roof. The Post 
also supports Hud-VASH, “HUD-VASH provides permanent 
supportive housing for eligible homeless single Veterans”…in a 
partnership with the VA Social Workers and HUD help them find 
jobs. The Post makes donations to help with security deposits.
Post 2010: Learned they had a veteran in need and came to their 
aid, arranged three nights lodging for another Veteran and family in 
need, the Post came together to help a disabled friend with errands 
and yard work, they conducted Post Everlasting Ceremonies 
and Celebrations of Life, and in a collaboration with VFW 3631 
conducted a flag retirement ceremony.
Post 2018: Fitzsimons CLC: Having been on lockdown since 
March and unable to leave their compound, finding new ways 
to engage the residents has been an interesting challenge. What 
happens when communities come together and brainstorm ideas? 

Fantastic new ideas happen! With the help of the community and 
District 6 Fitzsimons was able to put on a car show & motorcycle 
parades, members of the community decorated vehicles and 
made encouraging signs to place indoors and out, plus decorated 
the courtyards. The staff created a haunted house for Halloween. 
Unfortunately, the community Christmas Caroling event was 
thwarted due to COVID, yet, that did not hold folks back as the 
staff created an indoor Winter Wonderland for their residents, 
individuals donated and participated in sharing Christmas stories 
via zoom and District 6 held a Staff & Nurses Appreciation Day 
providing box lunches to show our appreciation for all the hard 
work in keeping our Veterans healthy and safe.
A message from Fitzsimons: A heart felt thank you to all the 
members of The American Legion who went the extra mile this 
year in helping to lift the spirits of our fellow veterans. We cannot 
express enough gratitude to everyone who provided Christmas 
cards this year, gifts for our residents, the box lunch appreciation 
day, to the Post who donated new flags to the facility and to District 
6 for taking extra time to help our residents feel they have not been 
forgotten. All your kindness and dedication is appreciated.
Hearing of these many Acts of Kindness I am reminded of a saying 
I heard as a young child: “kindness is never wasted and it doesn’t 
cost a penny to be a decent human being.” It wasn’t until later 
I understood what these words truly meant, after all, you never 
know what someone is going through or how your kindness may 
brighten a darkened day. As we continue to navigate through these 
ever changing times it is such a privilege to have this opportunity 
to acknowledge our membership and share these heart-warming 
and amazing Acts of Kindness. 

With 2020 almost behind us (and not soon enough), I hope 
everyone had the best holidays possible under the current 

conditions/restrictions. 

With potential vaccines and ‘herd 
immunity’ on the horizon, and 
putting ‘goals’ and ‘targets’ in the 
background, we need to consider the 
primary objective and mission of The 
American Legion, ‘What can we do to 
help another veteran, today’?  Whether 
it be a something small, like picking 
up groceries or shoveling snow or 
something more significant like help 
with the rent or utilities.  While there 
are programs available to help with the 
bigger things, it’s the smaller things 
that add the personal touches to really 
make people feel valued and important 
in these tumultuous times. 

If your membership card reads, 2020, it is time for it to be retired 

A Message From Department Jr. Vice Commander Hasert

As we move forward, for the Good of TAL!
By: Shane Hasert, Department Jr. Vice Commander

as it is now past due.  Now is a great time to pick-up the phone 
and reach out to members who have not yet renewed and share 
with them the benefits of being a member of the largest veteran’s 
organization.  

In December, recent Department Executive Committee actions on 
the 2021 budget and finance approval, the creation of an adhoc 
committee on web and social media was created and approved, 
with the objective to best utilize the budgeted funds to increase 
visibility to potential members, utilize industry standards for 
Tech, fundraise and to engage the talents of our members.  Dan 
Diefenderfer, District 4 DEC, an IT and security professional, is 
looking for others in the Department who can assist.  Dan will be 
reaching out in the coming weeks and putting together a message to 
encourage and engage those who want to shape the Dept Website, 
fundraising, and social media presence. 

It is time for all of us to be ‘thinking outside of the box,’ for 
fundraising, membership, and our programs so we don’t continue 
doing the same thing, repeatedly, and expecting different results.

Shane Hasert
Department Jr. Vice 

Commander
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Department Chaplain's Corner - Repentance
By: Stanley Hamamoto, Department Chaplain

I get rowdy every so often, but I’m a pretty good old’ boy.   Listen, 
I’m just as good as the next guy.   I pay my taxes.    Justification, 
Rationalization, Comparison----they sound good.   They sound 
familiar.   They even sound American.   But in the kingdom, they 
sound hallow.  When you get to the point of sorrow for your sins, 
when you admit that you have no other option---then cast all your 
cares on HIM for HE is waiting.”   His prayer is:”Father, have 
mercy on our hardened hearts.  Forgive us for being witnesses of 
your majesty and yet living like you did not exist.  Teach us all the 
meaning of repentance.  Amen!

Here are three Scriptures: Psalm 32:5  “Then I confessed my sins 
to you and didn’t hide my guilt.   I said, I will confess my sins to 
the Lord, and you forgave my guilt.”   Then Acts 2:38 “Change 
your hearts and live and be baptized, each one of you, in the name 
of our Lord for the forgiveness of your sins.   And you will receive 
the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  Finally Luke 15:7 “I tell you there is 
more joy in heaven over one sinner who changes his heart and life, 
than over ninety-nine good people who don’t need to change.”

I think that Max says it all, and the Scriptures do tell us what to 
do.   Many of us really do not confess that we are sinners, when in 
fact we all are.  To confess your sins to God and more importantly, 
to be forgiven by God.   This in its self says how much God really 
loves us all, no matter what we have done.  My challenge to all of 
you is to confess your sins to God tonight.   HE is there waiting 
for you to do this.   These things are just between you and God, no 
one else.  In closing I say to all of you, take good care of yourself 
and your loved ones.  Keep safe and do not take any chances that 
could hurt you.

God Bless you and your families and again, May God keep you all 
safe and may HE give you a good start for the New Year.

My last three words to all of you are: GO TO CHURCH!!!!!! 

Happy New Year!

Has God been good to you????

As we start the New Year, I know that for many this past year 
has not been a good year.  I myself did not like staying home 

as much as I had to.   But what are 
you suppose to do?    Just follow the 
rules and keep safe, then you get to 
live a little longer.  I just pray that the 
vaccine for the covid 19 will work 
and make it so that we can get back to 
what is normal, what is normal?  It has 
been a long time since it was normal 
that I think I forgot what it is like to 
be normal.   God will lead us through 
this and HE will always guide you if 
you ask HIM to.  HE does not just do 
it automatically, you have to ask for 
HIS help and then HE will give it to 
you.  SO! As we progress through the 
New Year with things being normal, I 

pray that we can pick up from where we left off and move forward 
again.  Many things will not be the same; many small businesses 
will be closed for good.  But I know that God will help us all 
through this, and make things good again.  We may come out of 
this a better country and a better nation.  This month I would like 
to talk to you about REPENTANCE.

Good old Webster says REPENT:  “To turn from sin and dedicate 
oneself to the amendment of one’s life. To feel regret.  To change 
one’s mind”   My good friend Max Lucado says it best: “If we 
confess our sins---the biggest word in the Scripture just might be 
that two letter one, IF.   For confessing sins----admitting failure----is 
exactly what prisoners of pride refuse to do.   Me a sinner?   Oh sure, 

Stanley Hamamoto
Department Chaplain

A Message From Department Chaplain Hamamoto
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to understand the complex system of government assistance 
programs. Many of those veterans are immediately enrolled into 
the VA system upon their discharge and expect the VA to solve 
their problems. Many expect a caring government to reach out 
to them say, “come my brothers and sisters, enter into the house 
of the VA, and we will forever take care of you.” Guess what, it 
doesn’t happen that way. 

Veterans need to be proactive when it comes to their medical 
issues with the VA. They need to be proactive when it comes to 
their continuing education and their employment. They need to be 
proactive when it comes to their family matters. They expect a lot, 
but expectations will not be fulfilled without careful thought and 
subsequent action.

In their structured military environment they had someone to 
look to for direction. They took orders without hesitation. They 
completed their task as assigned, all which goes away when they 
take off the uniform.

For over 101 years now, The American Legion has been the one 
that steps in to assist these veterans achieve what they expect. 
We are the guiding light. We have been there, done that. Our 
experience is valuable and must be shared. We have the resources 
to guide them through the maze of government. We know the right 
people, we know the right words to say, we know the right words 
to write on those pesky government forms, we just know.

So, here we come 2021. COVID-19, we will vanish you. You 
cannot break our spirit. We are here for the long run. 

Take care my brothers and sisters. This will be the year we move 
this organization forward in a big way. Happy New Year. 

Happy New Year! To say that 2020 was challenging would be 
an understatement. It was a year that most of us alive today 

have never experienced. The world changed; our world changed. 

The American Legion has not, and 
cannot, abandon our mission. Our path 
forward in life is clear. That path was 
articulated by our WWI founders. The 
4 principles they embraced are still as 
relevant today as they were then. 

While our mission is clear our path 
is still somewhat murky. In the past 
10 months we have had to learn new 
ways of communicating. Our meetings 
have become virtual. Our service to 
veterans, in large part, still needs to 
be hands on. Many of our posts have 
stepped up to deliver food baskets to 
those most vulnerable to this virus. 
Buddy check calls have been the 

norm. It is amazing what the members of our organization can 
accomplish when facing a challenge. Hopefully as this pandemic 
wanes our posts will still be on the front lines taking care of our 
veterans. 

The American Legion enters every New Year with many 
expectations.   The year 2021 will be no different. We expect 
positive outcomes from our new President and our new Congress 
when it comes to taking care of our warriors after they return to 
civilian life. We must continue to be the strongest and loudest 
voice for veterans. 

On a daily basis we see and hear from veterans attempting 

A Message From Department Adjutant Smith

COVID 19 you cannot break us!! 
By: Pat Smith, Department Adjutant

 Pat Smith
Department Adjutant

VA program helping more Veterans connect with bank credit 
union account choices

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced 
at least 25,000 more Veterans are now receiving monetary 

benefits through federally-insured banks and credit unions — 
mitigating their risk of fraud occurrence.

Prior to the inception of the Veterans Benefits Banking 
Program (VBBP), established in December 2019, Veterans who 
did not have bank accounts were only able to receive monetary 
benefits through pre-paid debit cards or paper checks.

“At any given time, there are approximately 250,000 Veterans who 
do not have bank accounts, and as a result of the Veterans Benefits 
Administration working diligently to contact Veterans directly by 
mail and telephone calls to explain the benefits of switching to 
direct deposit, we are reducing this number,” said VA Secretary 

Robert Wilkie. “This is important because Veterans who don’t 
have an account with direct deposit are at risk for theft, fraud, or 
high fees when accessing their benefits.”

VA partnered with the Association of Military Banks of 
America and worked with the Defense Credit Union Council to 
leverage their consortium of military-friendly financial institutions 
that cater to service members to enhance the financial services 
available to VA beneficiaries.

VA will continue to reach out to Veterans without bank accounts or 
those with limited access to banking services, to let them know — 
they now have options.

Learn more about switching to direct deposit or benefits of the 
VBBP.
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Showing Support for Our Colorado Springs Police!

By: Royce Hopper, Unit 209 Vice President 

The mission of The American Legion Auxiliary is Service, Not 
Self. 2020 has been a difficult year for many, but ALA Unit 209 

continues to find ways to support our community, Veterans, family 
& friends. With a little imagination and a lot of determination, we 
found a way to make this year end on a positive note.

To show our support for our men 
and women in Blue, ALA Unit 
209 decided to put snack bags to-
gether for Police Officers across 
the city of Colorado Springs. 
First, we had to decide how many 
bags, what to put in the bags, and 
how to deliver the bags once they 
were assembled. We reached out 
to Officer Adam Menter, Com-
munity Relations Officer Colo-
rado Springs Police Department 
on Nevada Avenue for assistance 
with our project. 

Officer Menter shared there are 
4 substations around the city. We 
decided it would probably be best 
to provide 100 bags per substa-
tion. Officer Menter was very 
excited about this project and stated this would be a wonderful 
morale boost for our Officers. 

Armed with this information, the Unit decided to put 400 bags 
together with snacks and water. The Unit was ready to get started 
and was busy planning what they would put in the bags. We were 
ready to make this project happen. Then our city was put on tighter 
restrictions due to a large increase in COVID-19 numbers. Once 
again, the Pandemic was trying to disrupt our year. 

After a restless night, Jackie Bowen emailed the Auxiliary Execu-
tive Board with questions about how we could make this project 
happen. Emails were sent back and forth with ideas, then the deci-
sion was made; continue moving forward with this project, meet-
ing only when necessary to complete stuffing the bags. 

On December 4th, some members of the Executive Board met at 
the home of Royce Hopper to put 
the 400 bags together. Each bag 
included a hand signed Christmas 
card, Kleenex pack, granola bars, 
candy canes and Hershey Kisses. 
After the goodies were put in the 
bags, the group folded, punched 
holes, and tied colored yarn 
through each bag. 

Once the bags were assembled 
and ready to go, they were de-
livered on December 8th with 
the help of Officer Menter. Each 
substation received 100 bags and 
100 water bottles. Based off the 
comments we received from each 
substation, we are convinced our 
efforts resulted in a major morale 
boost for our men and women in 
Blue.

In a time with so much uncertainty, our Auxiliary Unit 209 is con-
tinuing to find ways to give. We are a valuable part of our Com-
munity and we will continue to provide support because with a 
little imagination, determination, help from our members and vol-
unteers, and heart, we will do everything we can to continue with 
our Mission.  

Shown in photo from L/R: Cathy Barger, Royce 
Hopper, Officer Adam Menter, Commander Mary 
Rosenoff, Jackie Bowen and Pat Weaver.

Our Amazing Unit 209!

By: Jay Bowen, Past Department Commander 

I have said it for years; an American Legion Post has a much 
better chance of growing if they have an active Auxiliary, Sons 

of The American Legion Squadron, and American Legion Riders 
program. During my time serving in Post 209, I have been a 
staunch and active supporter of Jackie Bowen’s, Linda O’Riley’s, 
Lynn Thomas’, and a few other ladies’ efforts to re-vitalize our 
Auxiliary Unit in 2007, as Post Commander and active supporter 
of Ken Taylor’s efforts to re-vitalize our SAL Squadron in 2011, 
as well as actively supporting Andy Gilbert’s and Steve Hayes’ 
efforts to start a Riders program in 2013 as Post Commander.

I watched our Post grow from just over a couple of hundred in 
2005 to the largest Post in Colorado with about 1,100 Legionnaires 
as members. In my travels as Post and Department Commander, as 
well as in my current role as National Chairman of Membership 

and Post Activities, I’m frequently asked how we were able to 
grow and sustain such growth when so many other Posts across the 
country are losing members each year. My answer has always been 
the same; there is no one thing that has contributed to the growth of 
our Post. But, like most Posts we were a little stagnant until those 
supporting programs I mentioned were created/re-activated. That 
began our growth spurt that doesn’t seem to be stopping. I pray it 
never does.

While I could write a small book about the support, service, and 
accomplishments of all our programs, I wanted to use this space to 
tout and highlight the recent work provided by our Amazing Unit 
209 Ladies! 

(Continued on Page 12 See Pandemic)
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Happy New Year Sons of The American Legion! I hope 
everyone had a wonderful Christmas amidst this pandemic. 

Let us all agree that 2021 will be a much better year for us all! 

Looking forward, keep in mind my theme for the year “carry 
on for God and Country”. We will 
still be faced with many challenges, 
nevertheless as we carry on, I believe 
we can fulfill our duty as it states in 
the Sons Preamble. This would be a 
good month to revisit this and make 
every effort to demonstrate these 
principles every day. 

Membership slowly continues 
to improve, please get your 
membership cards turned into Scott 
ASAP. January 21 is our 60% goal; 
we have some work to do. I believe 
in you! What can I do to help you 
reach your Squadrons goal? Your 
membership committee is there to 
assist you. Reach out to them with 

questions, concerns and recommendations. 

I am sure some of you participated in events centered around 
Christmas last month. Please forward pictures to me I will make 
sure they get published. Please check the website for up-to-date 
information. Scott does a great job getting essential information 
on the site. Thanks Scott! 

Again, this year, I will continue to have a monthly conference 
call please join us and encourage other members to enter the call, 
here is the call information; dial in number 605-313-5111 access 
number 526-231. The call is the 2nd Thursday of the month 7pm. 
This is a great opportunity to keep up-to-date and converse with 
other members. I want to encourage you to continue to do “Buddy 
Checks” on Veterans, Sons, family, and neighbors as we slowly 
get out of this pandemic. As restrictions allow, maintain reaching 
out into your communities. 

Happy 2021! 
By:  Nick Arceo, Commander, SAL Detachment of Colorado

A Message From The SAL Detachment Commander Arceo

Nick Arceo
SAL Detachment 

Commander 

Last month with the help of American Legion Post 103 family, 
I organized gathering Christmas gift bags for Veterans on the 
psychiatric unit at the VA Hospital in Aurora. This is a lock down 
unit with extremely limited access to the outside world. We filled 
the bags with various gifts appropriate for these Veterans that are 
struggling with issues related to their service to our Country. What 
a joy it is to be a part of this project. I want to thank the Post 
103 Legion, Unit and Sons for their monies and help making this 
another successful event this year. As a part of the organization 
“Volunteers for Hospitalized Veterans” our group takes care of 
these Vets on this floor. There are 30 beds on this unit and are 
always occupied. 

In closing, I wish everyone an incredibly Happy New Year! My 
prayer is that your life will be overflowing with Gods Blessings! 
Now a quote from Dr. Seuss “You’ll never get bored when you try 
something new. There’s really no limit to what you can do.” 

You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time 
Veterans Service Organization Veterans Service Organization 

And Advocate For Veteran’s Benefits Too! And Advocate For Veteran’s Benefits Too! 
Call 303-366-5201Call 303-366-5201

SAL Detachment Commander Nick Arceo with 
Christmas Baskets. Photo courtesy of Nick Arceo.
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(Pandemic Continued from Page 10)

This pandemic has resulted in a myriad of feelings ranging from 
being too frightened to venture out of our homes to being furious 
over the restrictions placed on local businesses. Many groups have 
foregone any activity and are taking a hiatus from any events or 
activities. Thankfully, this has not been the case for Auxiliary Unit 
209. They are doing what the Marines have shouted for years; they 
adapt and overcome!

Let me tell you just a few things our Ladies have done/are doing 
since we went in and shutdown due to COVID-19. They made 
several hundred masks to send to our active-duty military and 
first responders and are still doing that. They have put together 
“Care” packages including food and cards on two or three different 
occasions since March to send to our troops. They were at the 
forefront assisting our Riders put together meals for those in need 
during Thanksgiving. They’ve been taking turns providing meals 
to some Post and Unit members who are coping with medical 
issues and those having challenging times. Most recently, they put 

together 400 “Goodie” bags to pass out to our Colorado Springs 
Police. The items for the bags were donated by our Riders, private 
donations from Post and Auxiliary members, and from the coffers 
of our Unit. See the article written by Vice President Royce Hopper 
in this newsletter edition that gives a little more detail about this 
project. I could go on about some of the other projects these ladies 
have undertaken. And they do it out of love and with a smile on 
their face.

They do all these wonderful things while taking a leading role 
supporting our Post’s functions and events during our on again, off 
again opening. There is not a single event or program at Post 209 
that doesn’t actively involve and more often than not, is being led 
by our Auxiliary ladies.

Regardless whether you are a member of Post 209, an SAL 
member, a Rider, or a family member wondering what you can 
do to get involved, there’s always help needed. Help us help 
our Veterans and our Youth. Volunteer your time if able, and/or 
donations if possible.

Membership drawing winner of a PUFL membership

Department Jr. Vice Commander Annette Johnson was the winner 
of the membership drawing for a PUFL membership. 

Since Jr. Vice Johnson is already a PUFL member Membership 
Director PNC Tom Bock is shown presenting a check, which will 
reimburse the cost of her PUFL membership.
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We Get Mail Too!!
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1-800-MyVA411 (800-698-2411) is the one number to reach VA
Number to Call When You Don’t Know Who to Call
By: Kiran Dhillon  

With one phone call, Veterans, their families, caregivers and 
survivors can easily access information on VA benefits and 

services or be connected to an expert for answers to questions.

1-800-MyVA411 is a national, toll-free number that serves as a 
“front door” to VA. You can still reach VA at any other direct or 
contact center numbers, but 
1-800-MyVA411 offers the 
simplicity of a single number 
to call when you don’t know 
who to call. The Veterans 
Crisis Line is still available 
24/7 at 1-800-273-8255 and 
pressing 1, by Chat, or by 
Texting 838255. You can 
also call the White House VA 
Hotline at 1-855-948-2311 to 
share your compliments or 
concerns.

Call 1-800-MyVA411 to 
get information on VA care, 
benefits and services, such as:

•	 I n f o r m a t i o n 
on COVID-19 and 
the MISSION Act, which delivers access to health care – at 
VA facilities, virtually with telehealth, and in the community.

•	 Health care eligibility and enrollment.

•	 Information on VA benefits, such as disability compensation 
and pension, education programs, caregiver support, 
insurance, home loan guaranty, and burial scheduling and 
markers, among others.

•	 The nearest VA facilities to where you live or to where you 

may be traveling, need directory assistance, and connection 
to VA Medical Center operators.

•	 Technical support for www.VA.gov.

•	 Financial information, such as debt and payment options.

•	 Referrals during business hours, with an introduction from 
you and your issue to a VA 
specialist best able to assist.

•	 Immediate transfer 
to the Veterans Crisis Line 
or the National Call Center 
for Homeless Veterans for 
services and support from 
caring and trained responders.

1-800-MyVA411 callers have 
the option of pressing 0 to 
be immediately connected 
with a customer service agent 
to answer any questions or 
provide a warm-handoff to the 
appropriate VA expert.

1-800-MyVA411 (1-800-698-
2411) is available 24 hours-a-

day, 365 day-a-year to serve Veterans, their families, caregivers 
and survivors.

About the Author Kiran Dhillon: An insatiably curious storyteller, Kiran is the 
communications lead for the Multi-Channel Technology 
Directorate with VA’s Veterans Experience Office. Kiran 
joined the Department of Veterans Affairs by way of the 
Department of Defense and the U.S. Peace Corps.

Graphics courtesy of the VA

Thousands of face shields donated by all-volunteer group to 
help VA in fight against COVID-19 pandemic

group to produce face shields for those experiencing significant 
personal protective equipment shortages,” said VA Secretary 
Robert Wilkie. “These are the types of efforts that continue to 
inspire our health care workers and Veterans, while supporting the 
“Fourth Mission” efforts to also provide care for members of the 
public.”

Individuals or organizations interested in donating to support 
the care and service of Veterans may reach out to VA Voluntary 
Service.

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced 
today, December 10, 2020 more than 36,000 face shields were 

donated by Jersey City Rapid Maker Response Group (JCRMRG) 
— aiding in the COVID-19 pandemic response.  

The donation, worth nearly $200,000, was coordinated 
through VA’s Office of Voluntary Service and shipped to 48 VA 
medical centers during the week of Veterans Day.

“It’s remarkable how what started out as a discussion in Reddit for 
3D printer hobbyists and enthusiasts, turned into an all-volunteer 
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AMERICAN HEROES IN ACTION 

LIVE AUCTIONS     LAUGHS     GOOD FOOD     STORIES     RAFFLES     SILENT AUCTION     FREE BEER     FUN 

BANQUET 
Join us at the Stapleton North DoubleTree Hotel 

4040 Quebec St. (Just south of 1-70) 

Plenty of FREE parking 

Saturday, April 24th, 2021 
Doors open at 4:30 PM 

Dinner  served at 6:00 PM 

Live auction starts at 7:00 PM 

Dinner includes your choice of tender beef steak or grilled salmon. FREE COORS AND COORS LIGHT while it lasts . With a  live auction, silent 
auction and multiple raffles, you’ll have lots of chance to buy or win guns, art work, jewelry , hunting trips, fishing trips and so much more.  

Get your tickets early and you 
could win a new pistol. Buy your 
tickets before Friday, February 
5th, 2021, and you could win a 
Smith & Wesson, M&P 9 Shield  
in the Early Bird Drawing. 

Tickets 
Tickets are $60 per person or $100 per couple.      
Buy your tickets online at www.AmericanHeroesInAction.org 
Reserved tables are also available.  
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The bear is not bluffing

By Alan W. Dowd

“For the first time, we’re not chasing anyone,” Russian 
strongman Vladimir Putin declared in a section of his 2020 

State of the Nation address focused on Russia’s military. “We’re 
not catching up with anyone. On the contrary, other states will 
have to create weapons that Russia already has.”

On this issue, it appears Putin is not bluffing.

Provocative foe

A recent analysis by the Economist magazine illustrates the 
dramatic advances and investments Russia has made in its military 
in recent years.

“Russian military expenditure approximately doubled between 
2005 and 2018,” according to the report. Russia now spends about 
4 percent of GDP on its military.

On the strength of that spending 
binge, Russia has added 600 
new warplanes, 840 helicopters, 
2,300 drones, and some truly 
eyebrow-raising (and nightmare-
causing) weapons systems: a 
hypersonic missile that can fly 
27 times the speed of sound, 
a nuclear-tipped high-speed 
underwater drone designed to 
target and render coastal areas 
uninhabitable, a nuclear-powered 
cruise missile designed to loiter 
in the atmosphere – and evade 
satellite and radar detection – for 
months at a time.

In addition, tens of thousands of 
Russian troops have seen combat 
in Ukraine and Syria in recent years, thus honing and hardening 
a good portion of the Russian military. More than 2,000 Russian 
troops are occupying eastern Ukraine, down from a high of 
15,000; some 31,000 Russian troops have deployed to Ukraine’s 
Crimean region; and 63,000 Russian troops have cycled through 
Syria, where the Russian military has conducted long-range sea-
borne missile strikes, carried out precision (and not-so-precision) 
airstrikes, tested air defenses against drone swarms, and deployed 
its own combat drones.

Russia’s air force has revived the Cold War-era practice 
of hounding U.S. warships and testing U.S. air defenses in 
Alaska and the North Pacific. Russia’s navy has captured 
Ukrainian warships in international waters, effectively 
annexed the Sea of Azov, gained a strategic foothold in the 
Mediterranean (courtesy of Syria), slipped warships into 
the English Channel for provocative sail-throughs, returned 
to the North Atlantic in force, flouted America’s exclusive 
economic zone off Alaska, bullied American fishing vessels 

out of the area and conducted large-scale operations along the 
edge of Alaskan waters.

The Russian navy’s actions prompted Lt. Gen. David Krumm, 
commander of Alaskan Command and the 11th Air Force, to 
conclude, “What we have to do now is be prepared to fight here 
and defend here.”

Moscow has not limited its military displays to land, sea and sky. 
In April and July of this year, Moscow conducted provocative tests 
of anti-satellite systems (ASAT). The April test is believed to be 
Russia’s ninth demo of a “direct ascent” ASAT in recent years. 
(Direct-ascent ASATs are ground-based or air-launched missiles.) 
The July test saw Russia fire an object from a satellite built to 
deploy ASATs.

During a similar test in 2017, Russia deployed a satellite that 
“launched a high-speed projectile into space,” as Space Force 

chief Gen. John Raymond 
recently revealed.

As a Canadian general at 
NORAD puts it, “This adversary 
– this competitor, Russia – has 
advanced on all fronts.”

Weak points

Putin, like history’s other 
revisionist autocrats, has tried to 
justify his buildup and behavior 
by contriving external causes. His 
twin bogeymen are U.S. missile 
defense and NATO expansion.

Regarding the missile defenses 
America began deploying in 
2004, the system was then and 

remains today focused on limited threats posed by Iran and North 
Korea. Due to both the positioning of the system’s elements and 
the number of Russian missiles, Russia’s massive arsenal would 
easily overwhelm America’s rudimentary missile defenses. Putin 
knows this. Moreover, it pays to recall that when Washington 
notified Moscow of plans to withdraw from the ABM Treaty to 
defend against rogue missile threats, Putin said the decision “does 
not pose a threat to the national security of the Russian Federation.” 
The U.S. system hasn’t changed, but Putin’s opinion has.

Regarding NATO expansion, the Brookings Institution’s Steven 
Pifer details how Mikhail Gorbachev “made clear there was no 
promise regarding broader enlargement” of the alliance as the 
Cold War thawed. Gorbachev himself concedes, “The topic of 
NATO expansion was not discussed at all.” Moreover, the historical 
record shows that in the years before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
and annexation of Crimea, NATO avoided activity in Eastern 
Europe. NATO didn’t even begin drawing up contingency plans for 
defending Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania (which joined the alliance 
in 2004) until after Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008.

U.S. Navy photo
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Putin’s military buildup and outright aggression occurred as NATO 
members slashed military spending and “hugged the bear,” in the 
words of former NATO commander Gen. Philip Breedlove.

Indeed, Putin’s Russia grew more aggressive even as NATO grew 
less concerned about deterrence. It pays to recall that before Ukraine, 
the alliance had carved out a special Russian place within NATO 
headquarters, downgraded defense spending, and pulled back or 
shelved deterrent military assets. For instance, the Navy’s North 
Atlantic-focused 2nd Fleet was deactivated in 2011. The Army’s 
Germany-based V Corps was deactivated in 2012. Washington 
withdrew every American main battle tank from Europe in 2013 – 
the first time since 1944 Europe had been left unprotected by U.S. 
heavy armor. That same year, Britain announced it would close 
its garrison in Germany, pulling thousands of combat troops out 
of Europe. And Germany busily beat its swords into plowshares. 
In the 1980s, West Germany deployed 2,125 tanks; by 2014, 
Germany had fewer than 300.

All the while, Putin was taking aim at weak points in Europe and 
NATO. He waged a crippling cyberwar against NATO member 
Estonia, invaded and dismembered NATO aspirants Georgia 
and Ukraine, violated the INF Treaty; reactivated the 1st Guards 
Tank Army (a 500-tank force based in western Russia), mused 
about using nuclear weapons to somehow de-escalate military 
conflict, threatened nuclear war against NATO members Poland 
and Norway, armed Taliban forces waging war against NATO 
personnel operating under U.N. mandate, and unleashed his 
intelligence agencies to conduct strategic-influence operations 
targeting political institutions in the United States and 26 allied 
countries.

NATO response

The good news, as the Russian bear flexes its muscles and sharpens 
its claws, is that NATO is responding.

Before Putin’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine, only three NATO 
members met the alliance-wide goal of investing 2 percent of GDP 
in defense. But after Ukraine, NATO shifted back to deterrence: 
2019 marked five consecutive years of increased defense spending 
in Europe and Canada, NATO’s European members have added 
109,000 troops to their ranks since 2015, NATO’s European 
and Canadian members have added $100 billion in fresh defense 
spending, and by 2024, two-thirds of the alliance will meet 
NATO’s 2-percent standard.

On the strength of these defense investments, NATO has tripled the 
size of its rapid-response force. NATO members have committed 
to deploy 30 troop battalions, 30 squadrons of aircraft and 30 
warships to any European crisis zone within 30 days of a go order. 
NATO members are deploying air units to the Baltics to protect and 
monitor alliance airspace. Croatia, Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia 
are establishing a Regional Special Operations Command to 
coordinate, train and jointly deploy commando units capable of 
defending against Russia’s hybrid warfare tactics, which rely on 
troops scrubbed of insignia to slip into foreign territory to sow 
confusion and direct fifth-column elements. Germany, Britain and 
Canada are spearheading NATO’s frontline Baltic battlegroups to 
deter Putin from mounting a Ukraine-style invasion.

Indeed, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was a seminal 
moment for the alliance. After Ukraine, the Obama 
administration quadrupled funding for the defense of NATO’s 
easternmost members. The Trump administration tripled Obama 
administration funding levels for what’s known as the European 
Deterrence Initiative; reactivated the Navy’s 2nd Fleet; re-
established the Army’s V Corps; authorized construction of and/
or upgrades to bases in Iceland, Luxembourg, Norway, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, Latvia and Estonia; returned U.S. assets to 
Cold War-era ports in France and Greece; approved the largest 
shipment of Air Force ordnance into Europe since the late 1990s; 
brought two new members into the NATO fold (Montenegro and 
North Macedonia); and strengthened NATO’s presence on the 
territory of its most vulnerable members.

In addition to the aforementioned Baltic battlegroups, the United 
States is well on its way to permanently basing some 5,500 
troops in Poland. As Air Force Magazine details, the plan calls 
for squadrons of Air Force drones, a new Air Force “loading and 
unloading air base” adjacent to Wrocław-Strachowice airport, an 
Army forward division command, a joint combat training center, a 
combat aviation brigade headquarters, a combat logistics support 
battalion, special-operations support facilities, and an armored 
brigade combat team headquarters.

Wise counsel

To be sure, today’s Russian military lacks the heft and reach of the 
Red Army. But Putin’s weapons and actions have gotten NATO’s 
attention -- and re-reminded the alliance of the importance of 
deterrence and readiness.

Deterrence works. Deploying sufficient military strength where 
it’s needed to discourage an adversary from attacking, signaling 
a readiness to use military force in response to attack, making 
clear that the costs of aggression will be higher than any potential 
benefits of aggression – this is what deterrence looked like during 
the Cold War. And this is what American presidents counseled 
throughout the Cold War.

Pointing to “stepped-up training and production programs,” 
President Harry Truman praised NATO as “an integrated 
international force whose object is to maintain peace through 
strength.”

“Our arms must be mighty,” President Dwight Eisenhower 
explained, “so that no potential aggressor may be tempted to risk 
its own destruction.”

President John Kennedy vowed to “strengthen our military power 
to the point where no aggressor will dare attack.”

Noting that “none of the four wars in my lifetime came about 
because we were too strong,” President Ronald Reagan steered 
Cold War 1.0 to a peaceful end by promoting “peace through 
strength.”

To ensure Cold War 2.0 follows a similar trajectory, NATO’s 
leaders need to keep that wise counsel in mind, keep their armies 
ready and keep an eye on Putin.
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American Legion testifies on supporting veterans through 
COVID19
By: The AmericAn Legion

Congress needs to support veterans who are battling financial 
challenges brought on by the ongoing pandemic, The 

American Legion testified on Dec. 9.

American Legion Education and Credentialing Policy Associate for 
the National Veterans Education and Employment Division, John 
Kamin, testified before the House Subcommittee on Economic 
Opportunity. Kamin’s testimony focused on congressional and 
administrative priorities for the upcoming 117th Congress and 
how the nation can continue to support veterans during and after 
COVID-19. Watch the hearing Identifying Congressional and 
Administration Priorities for the Next Congress - YouTube.

The circumstances created by 
the pandemic are extraordinary, 
said Kamin. With the veteran 
unemployment rate doubling 
since January 2020, more than 
half a million veterans are 
currently out of work as the 
country continues to try to adapt 
to the impact of the coronavirus.

“America has always been 
dedicated to investing in the 
citizens that have put their lives 
on the line for her defense,” he 
said. “And more often than not 
when we do that, we learn how 
we can enfranchise the rest of the 
country.”

One of the foremost concerns is 
that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated economic conditions 
that will lead to predatory 
recruitment targeting of veterans. Data from the National Student 
Clearinghouse shows an increase of 3 percent in undergraduate 
enrollment at for-profit institutions during the last year. During the 
same timeframe, enrollment in community colleges dropped by 
9.4 percent.

The 90-10 rule mandates for-profit schools to obtain at least 10 
percent of their revenue from sources other than Title IV education 
funds, which are the primary source of student aid. GI Bill benefits 
fall with the 10 percent category, making them valuable to for-
profit institutions and leaving veterans vulnerable to predatory 
institutions.

“Until this loophole is closed, veterans will continue to be cravenly 
pursued as a balancing weight,” he said.

Kamin also said that as pathways to higher education for veterans 

continue to be built, the nation must also continue to bridge the 
world of education with the world of work. One way to do this 
would be to reauthorize the historic National Apprenticeship 
Act. Originally passed in 1937, the bill enabled the Department 
of Labor to codify rules and regulations empowering registered 
apprenticeships as means to gainful employment.

“The National Apprenticeship Act of 2020 will reauthorize this 
bill for the first time in its 87-year history, codifying many of the 
regulations into statute and modernizing them to meet the needs 
of today’s workforce through targeted grants and partnerships,” 
Kamin said.

“Such modernization would not be complete without recognizing 
the unique potential veterans 
have to take advantage and 
succeed in apprenticeship 
opportunities.”

The American Legion National 
Executive Committee recently 
ratified Resolution No. 13: 
Support “Buy American” Policy 
within the Federal Government 
to Create Opportunities for 
Veterans.”

“The American Legion now 
officially supports legislation 
and policy that incentivizes the 
return of manufacturing from 
overseas and the creation of 
more domestic manufacturers, 
including veteran-owned small 
businesses,” he testified.

“We must be honest and concede 
that as a nation, we are reliant on 

foreign-sourced products for our safety and protection from the 
spread of COVID-19.”

The “Buy American Act” requires that goods purchased by the 
federal government are 50% manufactured in America, meaning 
a substantial amount of the raw materials used in things labeled 
“Made in USA” are sourced from overseas.

“We must chart a new course to eliminate dependencies from 
foreign sources for some products that have national security and 
strategic importance,” said Kamin.

“We need luminaries, and we are dedicated to helping you pass 
legislation that empowers veterans’ education, small business, and 
employment pathways, not just because it needs to be done but 
because America learns from it. “

American Legion Education and Credentialing Policy 
Associate for the National Veterans Education and 
Employment Division, John Kamin, testified before 
the House Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity. 
Photo courtesy of The American Legion.
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The most proactive and 
equitable response to 
COVID-19 in the country.

FREE COVID-19 TESTS

What to Expect
Testing through COVIDCheck Colorado is easy, fast, and convenient. To ensure a smooth and 
quick visit, book an appointment in advance on our website. COVIDCheck Colorado uses a highly 
sensitive and reliable nasal mid-turbinate swab PCR test that is administered by licensed medical 
professionals. Please arrive wearing a mask.

COVIDCheck Colorado Amenities

Mobile-friendly 
registration, 
appointment 
scheduling, 

and reminders. 

Drive-thru test sites 
across Metro Denver 

& guidance on setting 
up employer-based 

sites.

Non-invasive PCR 
tests administered 
by medical staff in 

less than five 
minutes.

Telehealth 
appointments 

provided for those 
who test positive  

for COVID-19.

Test results delivered 
via email & text  
within 72 hours 

of test being 
administered.

covidcheckcolorado.org 

How to Get Tested
In partnership with the State of Colorado, COVIDCheck Colorado, a social benefit enterprise of 
Gary Community Investments, is providing COVID-19 tests free of charge to all Coloradans through 
December 31, 2020. Visit covidcheckcolorado.org and click “Get My Test” to register.

 

  Who Should Get Tested
• Anyone showing symptoms or who has

been exposed should test now.
• Anyone working in a public facing job

should test regularly.
• Anyone who wants to get tested for

any other reason should test as needed.

When & Where to Get Tested
• Operating hours available Monday

through Saturday.
• Test sites located throughout the state

of Colorado.
• Locations and hours updated at

covidcheckcolorado.org/where-to-test.
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As the need remains, so do Legion Family efforts
By: The American Legion

On Dec. 15, Eddie Robinson turned 100 years old. In doing so, 
he became the oldest living former Major League Baseball 

player.

And three days earlier, fellow members of American Legion Post 
516 in Fort Worth, Texas, were there to help Robinson celebrate 
the milestone. Members of the 
post joined others in a parade 
in front of Robinson’s home, 
where passersby waved signs and 
offered birthday greetings to a 
waving Robinson.

Post 516 and Department of 
Texas District 12 Adjutant Dave 
Etter said members of Robinson’s 
family reached out to post about 
participating in the parade, which 
also included former teammates, 
former Rangers General Manager 
Tom Grieve and U.S. Rep. Marc 
Veasey.

“Here in Texas, we’re very big 
Ranger fans,” Etter said. “Here is Eddie Robinson, a member of 
our post … who became one of the first general managers for the 
Texas Rangers. And he’s a member of our post. That just blew my 
mind.

“I see his membership come through my desk, and I process it just 
grinning from ear to ear because he participates (in post activities). 
He’d come down to our fish fry. He’d come down to other activities 
we’ve had. Here’s an opportunity because of COVID … for us to 
do something for him.”

Robinson, a World War II U.S. Navy veteran and 26-year member 
of Post 516, played for seven MLB teams over the course of 13 
seasons. He batted .268 with 172 home runs and 723 RBI, and in 
1948 won a World Series with Cleveland.

After his playing career, Robinson went on to serve in several 
different front-office capacities for multiple teams, including 

general manager for both the 
Rangers and Atlanta Braves. 
During his career he played in 
four All-Star games and was 
responsible for drafting Reggie 
Jackson, Vida Blue and Dale 
Murphy.

During the parade Robinson 
also was presented with an 
honorary American Legion 
life membership by Post 516 
Commander David Fenn. “It was 
our chance to do something for 
his birthday,” Etter said.

Because Post 516 has been able 
to keep its doors open during 
much of the pandemic, Etter said 

it has been able to assist other veterans groups that don’t have a 
permanent facility to conduct their meetings by offering the post 
as a safe place to gather. “It’s proven to be very, very successful,” 
he said.

As 2020 closes out and coronavirus cases continue to rise, 
American Legion Family members continue to do what they’ve 
done throughout the pandemic – deliver assistance, hope and 
honor to others.

Photo courtesy of The American Legion

Need an appointment with a VA Benefits Expert?
Denver VA Regional Office Announces the Launch of VBA Interview Scheduling

Interviews Offered 

In the event the VBA offices located in the Colorado Springs 
PFC Lindstrom VA Clinic, Grand Junction VA Medical Center, 

or Denver Regional Office, close to the public due to COVID-19 
pandemic restrictions, our Public Contact Team is available by 
appointment if you would like to speak with one of our Benefits 
Counselors.  You will receive a telephone call by a benefits coun-
selor based on your selected date and time.  You can start schedul-
ing appointments immediately, even while we are still open to the 
public!

Options are by appointment only: 

•	 Schedule a telephone Interview 

•	 Schedule a Virtual video Interview through WebEx (com-
ing soon)

How to schedule an appointment 

To schedule an appointment, visit our bookings page at:
https://v2.waitwhile.com/lists/denvervaregionaloffi/join
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Legionnaire Benefits
As a Member of the Legion Family, You Know How  
Important It Is to Help Protect Those in Need ... 

Now We Can Help
The LIT Plans can help with

• Hospital HELP Plan 
• Cancer Care 
• Accidental Death Protection
• On-The-Move Travel Accident 
• Emergency Assistance Plus 

• Medicare Supplement Insurance 
• Health Insurance 
• Dental Insurance 
• Long-Term Care 
• Lifeline Medical Alert Service 

Endorsed By Your  
American Legion  

Department

*The Accidental Death, Cancer Care, Hospital Help Plan, and On-The-Move Accident Insurance Plans are underwritten by 
Securian Life Insurance Company, St. Paul, MN. Plans may not be available in all states. These policies contain limitations and 
exclusions. Please visit www.TheLIT.com to review plan details.

To Learn More and Enroll, Visit  
www.TheLIT.com 

For Questions Call 1-800-235-6943

0618
520239 46447     ©2019 AGIA

●  Hospital HELP Plan — Provides benefits for hospital stays including intensive care, cardiac care, 
care for cancer, rehabilitative facilities, and V.A. hospitals.*

● Cancer Care — Provides important protection and a daily benefit if you are hospitalized due to cancer.*
●  Accidental Death — Helps provide financial protection for you and your family. Up to $5,000.00 

LegionCare AD coverage at no cost to Legionnaires is available: (activation required).* You can also 
purchase additional Accident coverage up to $100,000.00. 

● On-The-Move Travel Accident — Provides up to $200,000.00 coverage when fatally injured in a 
covered accident while traveling, plus $500.00 per day if a covered accident lands you in the hospital.*

● Emergency Assistance Plus — Provides you with 24/7 emergency medical and travel assistance 
services should something happen to you or your family while traveling away from home. 

● Medicare Supplement Insurance — Supplements your Medicare Coverage at group rates.
●  Health & Dental Insurance — Request a quote on various Health & Dental Insurance Plans 

designed with you in mind.
● Long-Term Care — Can help provide home health care, supervised adult care, and more.
●  Lifeline Medical Alert Service — Provides fast access to help in the event of a fall or medical 

emergency so you can live confidently and independently.
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2021 scholarship application for children of the fallen, 
disabled opens January 1
By: The American Legion

Children whose parents lost their lives while honorably serving 
on active duty on or after 9/11, as well as children of post-

9/11 veterans with a combined VA disability rating of 50 percent 
or higher, are eligible to apply 
for The American Legion Legacy 
Scholarship. Since the Legacy 
Scholarship’s first grant in 2004, 
401 military children of the fallen 
and disabled have received over 
$3.6 million in aid.

The Legacy Scholarship provides 
financial aid for graduate or 
post-graduate tuition, books, 
room and board, meal plans 
and other supplies needed to 
achieve a higher education. It is 
a needs-based scholarship – the 
grant amount each scholarship 
recipient will receive will be 
based on his or her financial need 
after all federal and state aid is 
exhausted.

Recipients will have a year to 
use the grant and may reapply 
to The American Legion Legacy 
Scholarship up to six times.

The number of scholarships awarded, and the amount of financial 
aid granted to each awardee (this includes returning applicants) 

will be determined on donations to the scholarship fund and one’s 
financial needs.

Legacy Scholarship awards are made possible from donations 
to The American Legion Legacy Scholarship Fund. American 

Legion Family members and 
others have until Dec. 31 to 
donate to this year’s Virtual 
Legacy Run.

The American Legion Legacy 
Scholarship application for 2021 
will be available Jan. 1 at legion.
org/scholarships/legacy for 
eligible applicants to apply. The 
application deadline is April 15.

For additional information about 
the scholarship and eligibility 
requirements, please learn more 
by going to https://www.legion.
org/scholarships/legacy/about.

The 2021 American Legion 
Legacy Scholarship recipients 
will be selected by The 
American Legion’s Committee 
on Youth Education during the 
organization’s annual Spring 
Meetings in May. All applicants, 

whether recipients of the Legacy Scholarship or not, will be 
notified immediately thereafter.

American Legion Legacy Scholarship recipient 
Tianna Negron is a student at the University of 
Rochester in Rochester, N.Y., on Tuesday, September 
29, 2020. Photo by Zachary Krahmer/The American 
Legion

Our devotion to mutual helpfulness
By: Daniel S. Wheeler, National Adjutant

I received a letter last month from Legionnaire Michael Barrett. 
His message of gratitude reiterated that as Legionnaires we have 

12,500 local outlets manned by battle buddies devoted to mutual 
helpfulness.

Barrett, who served as the 17th Sergeant Major of the U.S. Marine 
Corps and addressed attendees of the 2018 National Convention in 
Minneapolis, was traveling from Oregon to Indiana with his son 
and future daughter-in-law, Lisa.

The three-vehicle caravan was traveling through Wyoming on Day 
2 of their road trip when Lisa’s Nissan broke down. About one 
mile from where the vehicle was stranded was Rock Springs, Wyo. 
It was a Saturday at “6 a.m., pitch black, no signs of life,” wrote 
Barrett.

Then he saw The American Legion emblem.

“Rock Springs is limited in services, especially on a Saturday,” 

Barrett wrote. “The Nissan dealer had a sign on their service center 
door, ‘Open M-F 8:00AM - 5:00PM.’ At this point I figured we 
were stuck for two days in this little Wyoming piece of paradise.”

It was then that he contacted American Legion Executive Director 
Chanin Nuntavong in Washington, D.C., about connecting with 
Department of Wyoming leadership, who, in turn, got in touch with 
VA&R Chairman Ralph Bozella of Colorado. Bozella reached out 
to people he knew in Wyoming.

“Within minutes of my call with Nuntavong, Mike Cooke 
(Department of Wyoming commander and Post 24 member in 
Rock Springs) and I were coordinating. The Rock Springs (Post 
24) went into action and welcomed us like we were family. Mike 
went as far as organizing professional mechanics all of which are 
Legionnaires.  

“Needless to say by 1200, Team Barrett was back on the road.  We 
made our deadline reaching Bloomington (Ind.) as planned.  
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“I felt so proud, and relieved, being a Legionnaire ... I know any 
and every Legion department is ready to perform for their brothers 
and sisters as my family and I experienced.”

I am pleased that the American Legion Family in Wyoming and 
of Post 24 could help. I appreciate Barrett sharing his mutual 
helpfulness experience.

This is just one of many stories I hear and receive from members 
of the good deeds and kindness performed by their fellow 
Legionnaires.

As we continue to charter through this difficult time of loss, 
financial hardships or separation from family and friends due to 
COVID-19, let The American Legion continue to be there for 

one another. Membership & Post Activities Chairman Jay Bowen 
summed this up well during his remarks to the National Executive 
Committee last month.

“There is no question we are living in unprecedented times,” 
Bowen said. “But we are not that special – every generation before 
us had an unprecedented event occur that defined that generation. 
Our rich history tells the stories of how we worked together to 
overcome and respond to those events. What will history record 
about our response?

“I submit to you it needs to say, ‘The American Legion was there 
for veterans and community then, we are there now, and we will 
be there always.

VA leader predicts difficulty administering coronavirus vaccines
From the Stars and Stripes

The leader of the Department of Veterans Affairs health care 
system predicted difficulty Wednesday with administering 

coronavirus vaccines to its patients, particularly veterans in rural 
areas.

Richard Stone, executive in charge of the Veterans Health 
Administration, testified before the Senate Veterans’ Affairs 
Committee about the department’s 
strategy for administering a 
coronavirus vaccine once one is 
available. The VA ordered 73,000 
doses of the Pfizer vaccine last 
week and prepared 37 medical 
centers to receive and administer 
them. However, that won’t be 
nearly enough to reach veterans 
across the country, Stone said.

More than 9 million veterans 
are enrolled in VA health care, 
and the department predicts that 
7 million of them could seek a 
vaccine from the department. The 
VA also employs 400,000 people, 
including 350,000 health care 
workers.

“It is not an adequate amount, and 
this will be a long process to reach all 7 million veterans who we 
believe will want a vaccine from us and 400,000 VA employees,” 
Stone said.

The 37 sites were chosen based on the availability of ultra-cold 
refrigeration. The Pfizer vaccine must be frozen at 94 degrees 
below zero. The VA also chose sites that treat high concentrations 
of VA patients.

The list of 37 locations was shared by the VA with the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. It will likely be posted publicly 
this weekend, Stone said.

The department has ordered more refrigeration units, which will 

allow 36 more VA sites to gain the ability to administer vaccines 
within the next two weeks, Stone said. The department signed 87 
contracts for dry ice, with the intention to use it to transport the 
doses to the 36 other locations.

The agency has also explored the idea of flying small amounts of 
doses into rural areas.

“The difficulty here is refrigeration,” he said. “We’ve looked into 
aircraft to go into rural areas and 
bring small amounts of vaccine 
in. I believe we’re going to need 
to have that kind of creativity 
and innovation to deliver this 
effectively and quickly.”

The VA won’t be able to reach 
all veterans with only the Pfizer 
vaccine, Stone predicted. The 
department has readied 200 
sites to administer the Moderna 
vaccine and ordered 122,000 
doses of it. The Moderna vaccine 
does not require ultra-low 
refrigeration. It’s slightly behind 
Pfizer in the approval process.

“I don’t think it’s going to cover 
the entire nation in the way it 

should,” Stone said of the VA’s Pfizer distribution sites. “I’m going 
to need the Moderna vaccine and the 200 sites I’m going to have 
for Moderna in order to reach the rural veteran.”

Because both vaccines require two doses in order to be effective, 
the VA is attempting to develop a system to track which veterans 
have received a vaccine and when they’re due for the second dose 
— something that will require a “Herculean effort,” Stone said.

Stone asked senators for more money to handle coronavirus 
treatment and vaccine distribution. Under the CARES Act, a 
coronavirus relief package approved by Congress in March, the 
VA health care system received $17.4 billion. It’s spent about $8 

(Continued on Page 26 See Billion)

Photo courtesy of the VA. (Photo by Carlos 
Bongioanni)
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billion of that and is likely to use the rest by the end of the fiscal 
year, Stone said. He predicted unforeseen costs with distributing 
and administering coronavirus vaccines.

Stone also said the VA was likely three to four weeks away 
from hitting a peak of coronavirus cases among its patients. As 
of Wednesday, 16,239 VA patients were sick with the virus and 
5,443 had died from it. Nearly 1,400 of the deaths occurred in 
the past month. The VA’s data does not include all veterans in the 
United States, nor does it include the hundreds of deaths that have 
occurred at state-run veterans’ homes.

In a document released Tuesday, the VA said priority for coronavirus 
vaccines would go to its front-line health care workers, followed 
by veterans at higher risk for spreading the virus or becoming 
severely ill from it.

Those veterans at higher risk include elderly veterans, veterans 
living in group living facilities — such as nursing homes or 
homeless shelters — and those with health problems, such as 
cancer, diabetes or heart disease. Black, Hispanic and Native 
American veterans will also be prioritized. According to VA data, 
minority veterans are disproportionately affected by the virus.

Vietnam Veteran receives first COVID-19 vaccine
By Terri Rorke

Vietnam Veteran Mark Maloney made history Wednesday as 
the first patient enrolled with VA Eastern Colorado Health 

Care System (VA ECHCS) to receive the COVID-19 vaccine at the 
Rocky Mountain Regional VA Medical Center (RMR).

After spending three months in the Spinal Cord Injury and 
Disorders Unit (SCI), Maloney 
wants to encourage his fellow 
Veterans to get their vaccine too. 
“We can set the example,” he 
said.

Maloney, who served 22 years 
as a U.S. Army officer, said the 
needle poke was over before 
he knew it. “There’s a lot of 
Veterans out there and we’ve 
been through difficult periods and 
this is nothing.”

VA ECHCS is one of 37 VA 
sites to receive initial doses of 
the COVID-19 vaccine and was 
selected for their RMR’s ability 
to vaccinate a large number of 
people and store the vaccine at 
extremely cold temperatures.

Currently, VA ECHCS teams 
are working on providing the 
first wave of doses to the most 
vulnerable patients and employees, per Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines.

In time, VA ECHCS will offer free COVID-19 vaccination safely 
to all enrolled Veterans and employees who want it when supply 

becomes available. VA will be offering the vaccine to Veterans 
based on the prioritization guidelines outlined by the CDC and VA 
Central Office.

“We are excited to be one of the first VAs to receive the vaccine 
and are honored to be able to provide this service to our most 
vulnerable Veterans and employees,” said VA ECHCS Director 
Michael Kilmer.

“It is the hope of so many, that this 
vaccine coupled with masking, 
physical distancing and frequent 
handwashing will help flatten the 
COVID-19 curve. We are hopeful 
to be a part of the solution.”

If you are a Veteran enrolled 
with VA ECHCS, you can stay 
informed about VA’s phased 
distribution plan and let us 
know your interest in receiving 
the vaccine. Sign up through 
VA’s ‘Keep Me Informed’ portal 
- https://www.va.gov/health-
care/covid-19-vaccine/stay-
informed. You do not need to call 
us to schedule your COVID-19 
vaccine. Care teams will contact 
you to schedule a free COVID-19 
vaccine.

“This is a can-do situation,” 
Maloney added. “But when you 

do get the shot, still exercise care in wearing your mask, keeping 
distance and give careful thought about holiday get-togethers 
because you can conceivably save a life of your loved ones and 
even yourself.”

Vietnam Veteran Mark Maloney is the first patient 
enrolled with VA Eastern Colorado Health Care 
System to receive the COVID-19 vaccine at the Rocky 
Mountain Regional VA Medical Center on Dec. 
16, 2020. VA ECHCS Nurse Practitioner, Patricia 
Stamper, who specializes in infectious diseases, 
provided the vaccine.
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VA’s Women’s Health Transition Training brings information 
to transitioning service women

In 2020, the Women’s Health Transition Training program 
launched more than 150 training sessions to installations across 

all military branches.

To learn more about The Women’s Health Transition Training, 
listen to new episodes of She Wears the Boots, a podcast hosted 
by Nicole Loew and Wendy Fahlgren. VA launched this podcast to 
address various topics that impact women who served.

Women’s Health Transition Training: First, Dr. Nancy Maher and 
Major Alea Nadeem discuss why this program was started and 
why every woman should attend 
a Women’s Health Transition 
Training session. You can listen 
to the full discussion here: http://
rly.pt/3qYNJxn.

Women’s Health Transition 
Training, Addressing Perceptions 
of VA: The next episode featuring 
Major Alea Nadeem and Halima 
Ahmadi-Montecalvo addresses 
some of the perceptions that 
service women and Veteran 
women have about VA. Listen 
to the interview here: http://rly.
pt/3nqdX9S.

“As a person who has 
transitioned a few times, this 
is the first comprehensive explanation of what services a 
woman can receive.”

Women’s Health Transition Training, a Participant’s Experience: 
In the third Women’s Health Transition Training episode, She 
Wears the Boots host interviews a past participant, Sarah Maples, 
who gives her thoughts about the training.

Maples is an Air Force Veteran, blogger, and advocate for 
transitioning service women and women Veterans. Tune into her 
interview here: http://rly.pt/3mpx82i.

The program has received positive feedback and glowing 
recommendations from training participants and partners. 

Participants were asked why they would recommend the training 
to other service women:

“Very helpful information on the amazing difference for women in 
the VHA as opposed to military medical,” said one.

“As a person who has transitioned a few times, this is the first 
comprehensive explanation of what services a woman can receive,” 
said another.

The training is conducted by women Veterans who know 
the VA.

In December, each training 
is conducted virtually by a 
live, woman Veteran who has 
experience with VA services. 
Women Veterans program 
managers from various VA clinics 
and facilities around the country 
attend the sessions to answer 
questions about specific women’s 
services.

They address the potential 
physical and mental health 
challenges women may face, such 
as depression, musculoskeletal 
conditions, chronic pain, obesity, 
infertility, prenatal care and 
military sexual trauma (MST).

Listen to the She Wears the Boots podcast here: https://podcasts.
apple.com/us/podcast/she-wears-the-boots-a-podcast-for-women-
veterans/id1534312015. Register today for one of the final sessions 
available this year at www.va.gov/womenvet/whtt/. Sessions are 
available twice per weekday.

In early 2021, all transitioning service women and women 
Veterans can take a self-paced version of the Women’s Health 
Transition Training anytime, anyplace, online at www.TAPevents.
org/courses.

Sherri Curtis and Rachel Johnston are VA marketing strategy & communications 
consultants.

Photo courtesy of the VA
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Congress passes sweeping bill boosting women veterans
By: Mackenzie Wolf

Congress has approved H.R. 7105, the “Johnny Isakson and 
David P. Roe, M.D. Veterans Health Care and Benefits 

Improvements Act of 2020,” which now awaits the president’s 
signature into law.

“This is the culmination of two years of bipartisan work,” said 
Rep. Phil Roe, R-Tenn. “There is something in this bill for just 
about every one of our nation’s veterans and their loved ones.”

The Deborah Sampson Act
One of the bill’s most notable provisions is the Deborah Sampson 
Act, which paves the way to improving care for women veterans 
within the Veterans Health 
Administration (VHA). The 
act will establish an Office of 
Women’s Health within VHA 
to oversee women’s health 
programs. The office will be 
responsible for ensuring standards 
of care for women veterans are 
being met by the VHA. The bill 
mandates that every Department 
of Veterans Affairs (VA) health-
care facility has a women’s health 
primary care provider.

Despite being the fastest growing 
veteran demographic women still 
face significant barriers when it 
comes to receiving care through 
the VHA. The American Legion 
has advocated and testified in multiple forums for the improvement 
of care for women veterans and it remains one of the Legion’s 
legislative priorities.

The Deborah Sampson Act also calls for:
•	 Increasing cultural competency among VA staff
•	 Expanding VA Military Sexual Trauma counseling
•	 Requiring the Veterans Benefits Administration to process 

Military Sexual Trauma claims by specialized teams 
and allowing veterans choice in the gender of a medical 
provider if they are a victim of such trauma

Education
Education reforms included in the omnibus bill address the impact 
the COVID-19 pandemic is having on student veterans. The 
Secretary of VA will have the authority to continue to pay benefits 
to veterans impacted by the pandemic and allow them to preserve 
entitlement to benefits when they are unable to complete courses 
as a result of the pandemic.

The bill also makes changes to a number of VA education programs, 

including allowing STEM scholarships for clinical health training 
programs and allowing Yellow Ribbon Program participation by 
foreign schools.

Changes for Vietnam veterans
The bill will amend title 38, U.S.C., to revise the definition of the 
Vietnam era as beginning on Nov. 1, 1955, instead of Feb. 28, 1961. 
The American Legion supports this change through Resolution 
No. 8: Department of Veterans Affairs Revise the Definition of 
“Vietnam Era.”

Health care
Improvements in coordination for servicemembers and veterans 

exposed to burn pits who contract 
a virus as part of a pandemic 
are also included, as well as the 
expansion of provider eligibility 
for the Veteran Directed Care 
program. Subtitles within this 
section will exempt Indian and 
Urban Indian veterans from VA 
copays and improves reporting 
from state veterans homes and 
expands state veterans homes 
grants to tribal organizations.

It also requires state veterans 
homes to provide VA with 
recurring reports on COVID-19 
cases and related issues within 
the facility, which is in line with 
the Center for Medicare and 

Medicaid Services COVID-19 reporting regulation.

Additionally, the bill requires the continuation of VA’s Women’s 
Health Transition Training Pilot Program to promote enrollment 
of women veterans in VA health care. Women veterans often leave 
service unaware of the health-care benefits they’ve earned. Led by 
a woman veteran who uses VA health care, the program is designed 
to complement the existing Transition Assistance Program by 
providing servicewomen training and information on women-
centric issues, such as VA’s whole-health approach to women’s 
health care, services available to women veterans and how to 
enroll in VA health care. Ultimately, the goal of the program is to 
encourage more women to see that there is a place for them in the 
VA health-care system by educating them on the services that VA 
has to offer.

“I’m proud that one of my last votes of Congress will be in support 
of this bill, and I’m also humbled it bears my name and that of 
my friend,” Roe said. “Helping to serve my fellow veterans in 
Congress these past 12 years has been the honor of a lifetime.”

The president is expected to sign the bill into law before the end 
of the month.

Graphic courtesy of The American Legion
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Genetic risk of alcohol-related cirrhosis uncovered

By: Tristan Horrom

In the largest genetic study to date on alcohol-related cirrhosis, 
researchers found a new area on the human genome linked to 

protection from liver damage. People with specific variants of 
the identified gene are less likely to develop cirrhosis from heavy 
drinking. The large international study, co-led by Dr. Timothy 
Morgan of the VA Long Beach Healthcare System, also confirmed 
several other gene variants thought to be connected to cirrhosis 
risk.

The results could lead to health benefits for Veterans, according 
to Morgan. First, he explains, “We may be able to better identify 
patients who are more likely to develop alcoholic cirrhosis if they 
continue to drink alcohol regularly based on their genetics. VA and 
the Veteran might benefit from extra efforts to get such patients to 
stop drinking.”

Second, the results could help researchers better understand how 
alcohol might injure the liver. Despite decades of research, says 
Morgan, scientists still aren’t sure exactly how alcohol causes 
liver damage.

The results appeared in the Aug. 27, 2020, issue of the 
journal Hepatology.

Cirrhosis often leads to liver failure

Cirrhosis refers to scarring of the liver. It often leads to liver 
failure. Chronic alcohol use is the leading cause of cirrhosis in the 
Western world. Despite this connection, only a minority of heavy 
drinkers develop cirrhosis. An estimated 10% to 15% of heavy 
drinkers progress to cirrhosis after decades of heavy alcohol use.

Scientists have speculated that genetic factors influence whether 
alcohol use will lead to cirrhosis. To investigate this link, the 
researchers performed a genome-wide association study on more 
than 1,000 people with alcohol-related cirrhosis and over 600 
heavy drinkers without liver disease. A genome-wide association 
study involves comparing the entire DNA sequences of many 
people to look for genetic similarities and trends.

The researchers then performed a meta-analysis, comparing their 
results to those from other biobanks and genome-wide association 
studies, with data on more than 9,000 people in all. Combining 
their initial findings with data from other studies increased the 
researchers’ ability to find genetic similarities by including more 
patients, explains Morgan.

Researchers identify gene locations related to cirrhosis risk

The study revealed a previously unknown location on the genome 

(FAF2) associated with cirrhosis risk. People who had specific 
gene variants at this location were less likely to develop alcohol-
related cirrhosis, even after years of heavy drinking.

The researchers also identified two other gene locations related to 
cirrhosis risk. Gene variants at the location PNPLA3 were linked 
to a higher risk of cirrhosis. Variants at HSD17B13 were linked 
to lower risk. The study confirms the link between these two gene 
locations and cirrhosis, which had been identified by other studies.

The researchers were able to identify FAF2’s connection to cirrhosis 
after accounting for the effects of PNPLA3 and HSD17B13 in the 
analysis. The analysis also identified two other previously known 
genome locations (TM6SF2 and SerpinA1) that interact with 
cirrhosis risk.

Cirrhosis risk may be linked to lipids in liver cells

FAF2 is a gene involved in the metabolization of triglycerides, 
a type of lipid (fat). Several other genes linked to cirrhosis risk, 
including PNPLA3 and HSD17B13, also interact with fats. This 
could help explain how alcohol injures the liver.

According to Morgan, the finding suggests that lipids may be 
involved in the biological development of alcohol-related cirrhosis.

“Recent genetic studies suggest that the ‘lipid droplet’ in 
the hepatocyte (liver cell) may be important in the risk of 
developing alcohol-induced liver injury,” Morgan explains. 
“Importantly, FAF2, the gene we found was associated with risk 
of developing alcoholic cirrhosis, codes for a protein that is found 
on the surface of the lipid droplet. Thus, these findings lend more 
support to the idea that the lipid droplet is involved in alcohol-
related liver injury.”

The National Institutes of Health’s Institute of Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism funded the study. It included researchers from several 
countries and data from GenomALC, a multinational cirrhosis 
study; NIH’s Laboratory for Neurogenetics; and the UK Biobank.

About the Author Tristan Horrom: Tristan Horrom 
is a writer and editor for VA’s Office of Research and 
Development. He joined VA in 2009. Tristan holds a 
master’s degree in professional writing from Towson 
University in Maryland
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Texas Iraq War Veteran overcomes trauma
Now advocate for fellow women Veterans

Benita Swinners grew up just outside Dallas and was raised by 
her single mother. It was just the two of them. As Swinners 

neared the end of high school, she met someone that would provide 
an opportunity to change her path in life.
“An Army recruiter approached me at school one day and I thought, 
You know what, let’s do this, so I signed up. I am my mom’s only 
child and I told her that I would be leaving. She cried so much. I’m 
her baby but I told her it was going to be for the best.”
On the 58th anniversary of D-Day, June 6, 2002, Swinners, the 
first person in her family to serve in the military, raised her right 
hand and took the oath to become a soldier.
Swinners deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
A sense of duty, fear and the unknown came over her. She was 
expecting to face an enemy.
“When I got to Iraq, I was one of just three females in our unit. It 
was extremely difficult because we ended up getting attached to an 
infantry unit, which at that time 
was unheard of because infantry 
units hadn’t open to females.”
“Every day was tough 
emotionally.”
Life in a war zone circa 2004 was 
often a balance of monotonous 
preparation and waiting followed 
by moments of sheer terror.
“It was terrifying,” recalled. 
“Every single day was tough 
emotionally, wondering if you 
were going to make it to the next 
day. Every morning, I would hear 
the Islamic call to prayer and 
then I would hear mortar rounds. 
I was fearful to even walk around 
our forward operating base.”
What Swinners didn’t expect was that she would also face and 
fight an enemy face-to-face inside the perceived protection of 
being inside the wire at her base. It was a fight that wouldn’t end 
with a cease-fire call or removal from the battlefield. The fight 
would linger with her for years.
She was often harassed but tried to shake it off and proceed with 
her efforts to be the best soldier she could.
“I feared the enemy, but I knew the enemy wasn’t just the 
insurgents. It was also my fellow soldiers. It was difficult for all 
females because we didn’t have our own separate showers, so a 
female would have to pull guard for me. I had to carry a club with 
me just in case.”
Sexually assaulted but didn’t report it
Even with precautionary personal safety plans in place, it wasn’t enough. 
Swinners was sexually assaulted by another solider. She made the 
choice not to report the assault because she thought she was supposed 
to be “one of the guys” and that it would be easier to just deal with it.

“Unfortunately, I know what it’s like for your battle buddy to not 
be your true battle buddy. It was an enemy within the ranks.”
After returning from her tour in Iraq, Swinners had a hard time 
adjusting and not being recognized as a solider or a Veteran. She 
would get told by her fellow Soldiers and people she met in the 
community that she was too pretty or too young to have served.
After four years in the Army and four years in the Army National 
Guard, she separated from the military. She decided to pursue 
health care and her earned benefits with VA. Swinners’ first 
interactions with VA were less than ideal.
“The clerk told me he needed the name of my husband because he 
was the Veteran, not me. I just left. I felt that all of my service was 
for naught.”
Now an advocate for her fellow women Veterans
It would take several years for Swinners to reengage with VA, her 

health and her benefits. She is 
now an advocate for her fellow 
women Veterans to use VA health 
care.
“I suffer from PTSD and anxiety 
like many Veterans. I may not 
look like a Veteran, I don’t look 
like a disabled Veteran, but I have 
invisible wounds.”
Swinners takes things day by day 
and is moving forward from her 
traumas. She has come to a point 
in her life, thanks to VA, where 
she can talk about it.
“I am a survivor of military 
sexual trauma in Iraq. It was a 
very difficult time to get through, 
but I did. Looking back now, I 

think, how did I do that?”
Swinners became the first person in her family to earn a college 
degree. In fact, she earned two. She became a certified Zumba 
instructor, a homeowner and a federal employee in the years since 
she left the military.
Despite everything she has endured, she has no regrets. She served 
her country proudly and credits her mother for always pushing her 
to be the best version of herself.
“I’m so glad I joined and served my country. With everything, 
there is always a risk. It will either break you or make you stronger. 
After all of this, I am still here.
“Even though I’m crying now, these aren’t tears of defeat. These 
are warrior tears. My invisible scars. I am a proud female Veteran 
and I am not invisible.”
Jennifer Roy is a public affairs specialist for VA North Texas 
Health Care System.
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