The Richard H. Stewart, Jr. Post 543, Inc. Community Service Report
Late May 2015 – Early May 2016
The Post enjoyed another stellar year with respect to Membership of Legionnaires to Post 543. The Post
started the reporting year with 140 members with a goal of 144 paid Legionnaires by the end of the
reporting year. By December 8th the 100% goal was attained. As of May 1, the Post had 160 paid
Legionnaires exceeding the Department goal by 16 Legionnaires or 111.11% of its mission requirement.
Once again, the media played a tremendous part in letting the community know what programs the Post
was involved and how it helped not only the veterans but also the citizens of Brunswick County. This
media blitz was orchestrated by our Post Historian/Public Relations, John Muuss. He has done a superb
job in cultivating the various news outlets in the area in publicizing the Post efforts.
Throughout the year the Post has invited several guest speakers to brief our Legionnaires on important
topics of interest. We have been briefed by Howie Franklin who shared his experiences over 16 years on
Air Force One, also our Post Legionnaires were briefed on veteran’s benefits by Ms. Anita Hartsell,
Department Head for Brunswick County Veterans Services; Past North Carolina Department Commander
Ms. Patricia Harris who discussed the importance of women veterans involvement with the Legion; John
Cope and Mathew Peak from state archives office told our Legionnaires of the efforts being spearheaded
by the state to capture individual stories of our veterans, and finally the Lt Col Kelly, Commander of the
Wounded Warrior Battalion – East, who have briefed us on what is being done by the Marine Corps to
help transition not only Marines but also their family as they overcome the scares of battle both mentally
and physically.

On Memorial Day 2015 we were fortunate in having as our guest speaker Congressman David Rouser.
He spoke to a capacity crowd on the importance of recognizing not only our veterans but the families who
also share the responsibilities of service to our country. The ceremony included laying a Memorial
Wreath at the St. James Memorial. On Veterans Day the Post invited MG (Retired) Mike Farage to be its
guest speaker. Both events were attended by over 250 citizens of Brunswick County as well as several
dignitaries from the local area. This Memorial Day the Post once again charged Bill Morgan, a fellow
Post Legionnaire, to develop a program to honor veterans on this very special day. The guest speaker for
this event will be the American Legion National Chaplin Randy Cash.
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The Post recognized the importance of civic organizations play in helping the Post help veterans. In April
2016 over 30 plaques and certificates were presented by the Post Commander as recognition for their
active support of the American Legion. At our May 2016 Awards meeting we presented three local
students $3000 from our “Richie Hat Trick” college scholarships. This summer our Post will sponsor
three Boys’ and three Girls’ State candidates and three North Carolina Trooper candidates.
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In July 2015, 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. The Post invited Marines from the Wounded Warrior Battalion –East from Camp
Lejeune to ride in the float with us. This is the largest Independence Day festival in the state of North
Carolina. One of the Post’s Legionnaires, Ted Carlson, chaired the event. In December 2015 the
Legionnaires from the Post Honor Guard marched in the “Christmas by the Sea” parade in Oak Island.
They were accompanied by the Post’s “Crossfire Squadron” as well as our float where several Post
Legionnaires rode and waved to the crowds who were gathered to watch the parade. In April 2016, the
same group of Legionnaires were invited by American Legion Post 10 to participate in the Azalea parade
in Wilmington. Although the weather was a little brisk, this did not dampen the spirts of either the
marchers or the participants.

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
held each year by the Post to properly retire these flags in accordance with proper protocols.
Throughout the year the Post Honor Guard has been active in rendering military honors to six fallen
veterans. This is an increase from last year and the Post Commander continues to receive praise from
observers on the conduct of each of these services. It is envisioned the number of requests for next year
will continue to grow.

During the months of May, 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.
On July 9th 2016, the Post will conduct the Military Appreciation Day Golf Tournament and lunch
exclusively. The Post Legionnaires have been planning for this event since December.
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In September an event very dear to our hearts was 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. His efforts were recently recognized by the Director of the Nation Veterans Affairs and
Rehabilitation Commission with a Citation for Meritorious Service. Paul was the Department’s nominee
for the award which he so richly deserves. Paul along with other Legionnaires participated in a local
Resource Fair designed not only to help veterans who had fallen on bad times but also the citizens of
Brunswick County. He and other Post Legionnaires assisted a veteran in need of relocating from
Southport to Wallace. A ramp for a disabled veteran was funded by the Post and constructed by a local
Seabee outfit. Another veteran received an electric wheel chair thanks to the work of both Paul and our
District Commander/Post Legionnaire, Tom Cerniglia.
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’s Vet2Vet
program which entails maintaining a “Hot Line” for veterans in distress, and counselling of veterans
enrolled in Brunswick Community College (BCC), this program fosters an open dialog between Post
Legionnaire facilitators, who have undergone two days of training, with the veteran and/or their family
members. Through this dialog the intent is to build trust and put them in contact with appropriate, skilled
and professional resources that will help them address specific issues in order to facilitate their journey of
healing and transition.
The Partnership for American Veterans Employment (P.A.V.E.) Work/Study Program also at Brunswick
Community College, continues to grow (funded by Winding River Friends of Veterans, Calabash Sons of
the American Legion Squadron Post 503, Southport/Oak Island Kiwanis Club, and American Legion Post
543). This program assists veterans as they continue their college education while earning a little extra
money to help support themselves and offset other expenses.
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In October, 15 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 200 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”.

The Post also partnered with Operation North State to provide over 30 Christmas Boxes to North Carolina
service men and women who were deployed outside of North Carolina. This Christmas Box contained
over $200 worth of North Carolina products to those “Tar Heels” away from home for the holiday.
All work and no play make a Legionnaire a dull boy. With that in mind, In November our Commander,
Rick Sessa, hosted the Post’s annual dinner. 74 Post Legionnaires and guests attended the event. There
was also a “Spring Fling Picnic” which was well attended by members of the Post. The Army/Navy
game was a favorite event. Approximately 30 Legionnaires and their guests watched as Navy continued
its gridiron supremacy over the Army. Other smaller events were scheduled throughout the year to build
comradery within the unit.
The Post conducted its Oratorical contest on January 9, 2016. 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. The Post nominee for District competition was Cadet
LTC Cella Parmelee.
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Once again 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 27th in the All
Army matches, 2nd in the American Legion qualification round and 34th in the American Legion national
competition which consisted of 180 teams.

Thanks to the efforts of Charles Blackburn, Bill Morgan and Tom Blue, all are Post Legionnaires, for the
first time the Post was able to establish an instructor program with the JROTC of South Brunswick High
School. About 10 Post Legionnaires shared their knowledge with the cadets on topics such as the history
of the United States, the Department of Defense and how it is organized to include the structure and
mission of all services, financial management, time management and other pertinent subjects. Three
Legionnaires presented topics in the Middle School as well. The instruction was well received by the
cadets and students of the schools.
Another event the Post participated was a Chili Cook-Off where the Post entered the competition with a
“Boilermaker Chili”. Although the team did not win the competition the event was well attended by the
community and the American Legion was well represented by Post Legionnaires and their wives. The
Post Color Guard was asked to present the colors at the annual change of command for the local Civil Air
Patrol in October.
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In November it was a distinct honor for our Post Commander to present the Oak Island/Southport
Kiwanis organization with the Department of North Carolina’s Children and Youth Award. Twice during
the year the Post donated funds to Coast Guardsman assigned to the Coast Guard Station at Oak Island,
NC. These funds were donated to start a scholarship fund for new additions to their families.
The 2015 – 2016 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 call home. 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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