The Richard H. Stewart, Jr. Post 543, Inc. Community Service Report
Late May 2014 – Early May 2015
The Post enjoyed another stellar year with respect to Membership of Legionnaires. The Post started the
reporting year with 95 members with a goal of 106 assigned Legionnaires by the end of the reporting
year. By July 7, the Post had attained the Department’s 100% goal of 106 by October and by April’s
membership report the Post had achieved 129% of its goal. This equated to 33 new Legionnaires who
joined our ranks. The success enjoyed in membership can be directly attributed to an aggressive public
relations program directed by our Post Historian/Public Relations, John Muuss.
Throughout the year the Post has invited several guest speakers to brief our Legionnaires on important
topics of interest. We have been briefed on veteran’s benefits by Ms. Anita Hartsell, Department Head
for Brunswick County Veterans Services, Ms. Pat Grecco, Blue and Gold Officer for the United States
Naval Academy on qualifications and application procedures for the academies, various veteran support
programs within Brunswick County, and LTC Leland Suttee, Commanding Officer of the Wounded
Warrior Battalion (East) on what the Marine Corps is doing for its wounded warriors. On Memorial Day
the Post invited Mr. Ilario Pantano, Director of the North Carolina Division of Veterans Affairs, to be its
guest speaker. The event was attended by over 250 citizens of Brunswick County as well as several
dignitaries from the local area. Included in the ceremony was the laying of the Memorial Wreath at the
St. James Memorial. During the months of March through May the Post Legionnaires assisted in the
“Feeding of the Troops”. The event took place at the local Moose Lodge and members of the Post as well
as their wives took turns in feeding active and reserve Army soldiers who were taking their two week
training at Sunny Point Military Ocean Terminal. At our May Awards meeting we presented three local
students $3000 from our “Richie Hat Trick” college scholarships. Last summer our Post sponsored a
Boys’ and Girls’ State candidate and a North Carolina Trooper candidate, one from each of the two area
high schools.

In July, the Post was invited to participate in the Southport, NC July 4th parade. A color guard and the
Post “Crossfire Squadron” marched down Howe Street to the cheers of over 40,000 people from all over
the United States. This is the largest Independence Day festival in the state of North Carolina. Once
again one of the Post’s Legionnaires, Ted Carlson, chaired the event.
Another Post Legionnaire, Dave Holly, coordinated with the local Boy Scout Troop #238 to retire
hundreds of American flags which had been collected from several drop off locations. The ceremony is
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held each year by the Post to properly retire these flags in accordance with proper protocols. June
brought another distinction to the Post. LTC (Retired) Tom Blue, also a member of Post 543, was
recognized as the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) Officer of the Year at the
Department’s Annual Conference.
During the months of July and August Legionnaires from the Post were engaged in numerous fund raising
activities supporting the St. James Military Appreciation Day Golf and Picnic. This is an important event
because most of the Post’s funding comes from the revenue generated by these events. Chuck Akstin, a
Post Legionnaire, was the Chairman of the event and he had other members of his staff who are also Post
Legionnaires. The event was very successful and unlike last year the weather cooperated so the golfers
and people who participated in the event could enjoy the celebrations. Several active duty military
service members were invited to participate at no cost to them. In September an event very dear to our
hearts was a ceremony we conducted with the St. James fire department. The master of ceremony, Bill
Morgan (a Post Legionnaire) organized and conducted an hour long ceremony to honor those who died in
the 9/11 attack. One of those who died is the Post namesake, Richard H. Stewart, Jr. Throughout the
entire year our Service Officer, Paul Witmer, was very involved in helping local veterans in the area. He
coordinated the remodeling of a bathroom to accommodate the special needs of a veteran and has
coordinated the replacement of an electrical panel in another veteran’s home, spent time and effort to
assist a veteran who was on the verge of losing his home because he failed to pay his property tax. This
was due to the fact the veteran was unemployed. So, Paul set out to find him a job and negotiated with
county authorities to develop a payment plan which would save this veteran’s home from being taken
away from him. Another unemployed veteran needed help with utility bills and a tank of gas so he could
seek employment, after careful research Paul solved this veteran’s temporary dilemma. Paul along with
other Legionnaires participated in a local Resource Fair which was designed not only to help veterans
who had fallen on bad times but also the citizens of Brunswick County. Throughout the year the Post
under the leadership of Dick Gudis has established and maintains a close relationship with the Wounded
Warrior Battalion (East) located at Camp Lejeune. The Post has helped secure needed items for wounded
warriors and families. Items such as vacuum cleaners, baby diapers, and other essentials were purchased
by the Post to defray some of the financial burdens placed on these families.
In October, 16 Legionnaires from the Post teamed up with representatives from Operation North State to
assist wounded and disabled veterans fish off of a pier at Oak Island. The event, “Peer Fishing”, is
organized by Terry Snyder, founder of Operation North State, and supported by the Post. It brought
together over 80 wounded and disabled veterans and their care givers from North and South Carolina.
Fun was had by all and several veterans vowed to return next year to “catch the big one”.
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At this year’s Fall Conference, St James resident Carol Hazelton was chosen the Department of North
Carolina’s EMS Volunteer of the Year. On Veterans Day the Post once again charged Bill Morgan, a
fellow Post Legionnaire, to develop a program to honor veterans. The guest speaker for the event was
Command Sergeant Major (Retired) Ted Gaweda. Approximately 300 veterans and residents of the
community attended the hour and a half tribute. Also in November our Commander, Rick Sessa, hosted a
dinner for our World War II Legionnaires. 80 Post Legionnaires and guests attended the event to honor
six of our WWII veterans. The New Year provided the Post new opportunities to excel. Although the
Post did not have a candidate for the state Oratorical Contest, it sponsored the District competition.
Several of our Post Legionnaires assisted the selection process. Mike Fegan, a Post Legionnaire, acted as
the Chairman of the selection committee and performed his duties in an exceptional manner. District 9’s
representative to the state competition came from Post 10. Her name is Ms. Caroline Bunting. Although
she did not win the competition, all were very impressed with her presentations.
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Gary Crowden, Post Adjutant, was very involved with the JROTC at South Brunswick High School in
teaching members of the JROTC Air Rifle Team correct marksmanship techniques throughout the year.
The team had been involved in several shoulder to shoulder matches with other schools in the area during
the year. This was a prelude to the more important All Army and American Legion postal matches. The
outcome of the team’s participation in these matches was that they finished 8th in the All Army matches,
2nd in the American Legion qualification round and 11th the American Legion national competition.
Another distinction the Post received was Rick Sessa being named the Department’s Adjutant of the Year
and was presented his plaque at the January meeting by the District 9 Commander, Tom Cerniglia. From
February through April the 44 Post Legionnaires and wives were back at the Moose Lodge feeding troops
from Sunny Point Military Ocean Terminal, the largest ammunition port in the nation. On February 25,
the Post Commander invited Mrs. Pat Grecco, Blue and Gold Officer for the United States Naval
Academy, to speak to members of the Post as well as high school students on the qualifications to enter
any of the service academies. There were approximately 50 students and parents who attended the
meeting along with an equal number of Post Legionnaires. There was a lot of information presented to
enlightened possible applicants on the steps to be taken prior to submission of the application. It was an
extremely beneficial session for both students and parents of the community. In March the Post provided
$1000 to the Brunswick County Community College veterans work study program. The Post under the
leadership of our Commander, Rick Sessa, reached out to other organizations such as the Sons of the
American Legion Squadron 503 in Calabash, NC, and the Southport/Oak Island Kiwanis to raise over
$4000 for this program to help veterans subsidize living expenses while attending college.

4

Poppies were distributed throughout the year but as we approached Memorial Day the efforts intensified.
A press release was provided to the media on the meaning of the poppy in remembrance of the fallen. On
March 30, an article was drafted by the Post and distributed to local newspapers acknowledging a United
States Senate resolution to welcome home Vietnam Veterans. The article was read by District Court
Judge Marion R. Warren, who asked the Post Honor Guard to perform a Welcome Home ceremony
before he convened his court on that day. The Post Honor Guard visited various funeral homes to brief
them on services performed on behalf of the many veterans in the area. Highlighted in these visits was
the capability of the Honor Guard to perform military honors for all veterans upon their passing. As a
result the Honor Guard has performed numerous burial details to honor our fellow veterans who are now
on eternal patrol. As the summer approached the activity level of the Post increased. The Post teamed
with a program known as “Our Hero’s”. This is a local program which was initiated on the part of a
couple of veterans who saw the need to establish a facility to help disabled service members. To do this
they purchased Horseplay Farms which invites veterans to come and spend a night or two at the farm
taking care of horses and riding them. This has proven to be remarkable therapy for those soldiers and
marines who have participated and the Post is happy to be a part of the program. The poppy distribution
team was out in full force at various community affairs distributing poppies. The Post recognized the
scholastic as well as military prowess of two JROTC cadets with an award ceremony at the South
Brunswick High School Awards ceremony. Our Commander was also asked to present the Girl Scout
Gold award, a rank equivalent to Eagle Scout, to Ms. Cassidy Baker in a separate ceremony.

In March the Post was notified that the Department had selected James P. McIntyre, Jr. as its Eagle Scout
of the year. This was the fourth nomination submitted by the Post to receive Department level
recognition with in the year. The Post Honor Guard also presented the colors at a District Women’s Club
event. This was the first time the Post Honor Guard appeared in public with their new uniforms. The
Post has a coast guard station located at Oak Island. Our Post has established a program in cooperation
with the Arbor Creek Women’s Club to provide a baby basket to any coast guard family who received a
new addition to their family. In the basket the Post provides funds to start a NC529 college account for
the new arrival and the proud parents or a gift card to help with initial expenses of the infant. April
marked the kickoff of the annual brick sale. The Posts sells bricks in order to maintain the St. James
Memorial. The St. James Memorial Committee and the Town of St. James voted to transfer the
responsibility of the Memorial to the American Legion earlier during the year. Bricks are laid around the
Memorial to recognize the military service of loved ones. During the reporting year, Chuck Blackburn
along with seven other Post Legionnaires educated both Middle School and High School students on
various Americanism topics.
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The Azalea Parade is an annual event held in Wilmington, NC. This year the Post was asked to send a
contingent to the parade. The Post responded with a float, a Color Guard and the “Crossfire Squadron”.
Although the rains came and went, it did not dampen the spirits of the participants or the spectators.

On May 18th the Commander hosted a “Spring Fling” BBQ for all the Legionnaires, their family and
friends. It was anticipated that around 100 people attended the event. The Commander summarized the
events of the past year accomplished by the Post and welcomed all to enjoy the camaraderie of their
fellow Legionnaires and meet their guests.
The 2014 – 2015 year was highlighted by many events the Post and its Legionnaires sponsored in order to
make not only the lives of our Brunswick County Veterans but also the lives of the people who reside in
the County a better place to reside. We can be justly proud of these accomplishments and look forward to
the coming year with continued zeal and focus on making the efforts of our Legionnaires more visible and
meaningful to those we serve.
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