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STORY AND PHOTOS BY MICHAEL KEATING

It was a celebration of the status quo.
It was about quixotic change.
It presented a firm vision of the future, while acknowledging human frailty.
It was VVA’s 2015 National Convention in Springfield, Ill. Not surprisingly, Abraham

Lincoln spoke at the Opening Ceremonies and in his 150-year-old speech reminded del-
egates of the “great task remaining before us: that from these honored dead we take in-
creased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion.”

Keynote speaker Bill Robinson was the longest held enlisted POW in American his-
tory. He was shot down and captured in 1965, and was held in the Hanoi Hilton and a
series of other North Vietnamese POW camps until his release in 1973. Robinson also
is a VVA life member and served as a Tennessee delegate to the Springfield Convention. 

More than a thousand people remained hushed in the huge Convention hall as Robin-
son described his seven and a half years in captivity. After vainly attempting to avoid cap-
ture, he was paraded and whipped through villages as a trophy. His years of confinement
were punctuated by physical and mental abuse.

His definition of captivity? “Hours, days, months, years of boredom with flashes of
terror.”

Freedom? “Doors with inside knobs.”
His consolation? “My mother told me, ‘Billy, you’ll never be burdened more than you

can stand.’ ”
His resolution? “You didn’t give up. You stood ready.”
The previous day the VVA officers and several hundred others gathered at the Old Illi-

nois State Capitol for a wreath-laying ceremony. Treasurer Wayne Reynolds and Sec-
retary Bill Meeks placed the wreath on the same steps from which the young Abe
Lincoln delivered his “House Divided” speech in 1858.

Below: Wreath-laying at the Old Capitol
Building. Right: Opening Ceremonies.

Far right: Arts Awardee longtime Parade
editor Walter Anderson.

continued on page 29 

Top: Chapter Newsletter of the Year: The 310 Dispatch.
Above: Larry Jackson and the Illinois delegation.
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Far left: Duery Felton, honored as curator
of the things left at The Wall. Above:
Membership tops 75,000. Left: Jefferson
Starship sings the National Anthem.

Top: Valentino Gatto and Pat Pudetti wait to
vote. Above: Website of the Year: Bozeman,
Mont., Chapter 788.

John Rowan Does It Again
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Left: Women’s Reception.
Below: Retiring the Colors.

Above left: Michigan’s John
Railings at the Veterans Mall.
Above right: Keynote speaker

Bill Robinson. Right: Tennessee
delegates, including Ralph

Land.

Above: The Starship on Stage.
Left: John Rowan, after viewing Finally a Voice. 
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I was honored to
receive VVA’s high-
est award, the
Commendation
Medal, during the
Springfield Con-
vention. I was
joined by seven
others: James Pace,
John Margowski,
Raul Flores, Mike

Demske, Rick Weidman, Sharon Hodge, and Keith
King. I speak for all of them when I say that the
real honor is the opportunity to work on behalf of
Vietnam-era veterans and their families. —MK

Tuesday night’s Welcome Home Party featured a concert by Jefferson Starship. It
began like a hangover, but quickly became a celebration. Dave Freiberg (originally
with Quicksilver Messenger Service) sang his heart out and newest member, guitarist
Jude Gold, delivered virtuoso musicianship.

The following day the Starship sang the National Anthem a cappella during the Open-
ing Ceremonies. Never thought it possible? “Awesome rendition,” raved Nevada’s Dar-
rol Brown.

The balance of the day was set aside for committee hearings on resolutions. These
hearings are the final review of proposed resolutions before they are presented to the
Convention delegates for a vote. Those resolutions approved by the delegates on the
Convention floor become VVA’s marching orders and set the organization’s direction
for the next two years.

VVA’s Constitution was also up for revision. How much can you change a docu-
ment after thirty-five years of changes? See Constitution Committee Chair Leslie De-
Long’s report on page 16. While many of the Constitutional amendments seemed to
be grammarian nitpicking, others were substantive.

The evening caucuses concentrated on the at-large Board candidates, as most of the
officers and regional directors ran unopposed. In addition, eighteen Achievement
Awards were presented during those meetings. 

There were three special breakfasts during the Convention: One for service repre-
sentatives, one that saluted women veterans, and a legislative coordinator breakfast. At
the first, VSO Richard Carman recommended a gentle but nonetheless adversarial rela-
tionship with the VA. “Working with VVA,” he said, “is the greatest thing I’ve ever done.”

That sense of the specialness of VVA was evident throughout the Convention. “This
is the only place in the world,” California’s Ed Ryan said, “where I can turn to any-
one and start a conversation. I feel free.”

Friday, however, honored those not free. The Marine Corps League’s solemn
POW/MIA ceremony was attended by several hundred delegates and their spouses.

While the camaraderie during the Convention was heartfelt and the meetings and
debates were robust, several times human frailty had to be acknowledged. A delegate
from North Carolina took a nasty fall that required medical attention, another delegate
fell from her motorized scooter and broke her hip (Louisiana’s Allen Manuel took up

continued on next page 
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Right: Masons at the Convention.
Below: Friday’s POW/MIA Ceremony. 

Bottom: Larry Frazee and Ohio delegates.
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AT-LARGE BOARD MEMBERS
(By number of votes)

Dan Stenvold
Charlie Hobbs
Pete Peterson
Dottie Barickman
Kerwin Stone
Dave Simmons
Jerry Yamamoto
Joe Kristek
Sandie Wilson
Richard DeLong

REGIONAL BOARD MEMBERS
1: John Miner
2: Ted Wilkinson
3: Sara McVicker
4: Craig Tonjes
5: Tom Burke
6: Mike Demske
7: Dennis Andras
8: Ron Morgan
9: Dick Southern

a collection for her), and most tragically, an Illinois del-
egate died of a heart attack. Even Meeting Planner Wes
Guidry experienced health challenges, although he par-
aphrased grimly: “Reports of my death have been ex-
aggerated.”

VA Secretary Robert A. McDonald spoke on Friday.
His PowerPoint showed graphically how he intended
to change the VA.

At Saturday’s Awards Banquet, three Donut Dol-
lies—Linda “Nikki” Cranor, Jeanne “Sam” Christie,
and Jan Woods—were honored, as was Springfield’s
own Donut Daddy. Kelly Grant, Jr., the chairman of the
board of Mel-O-Cream Donuts, oversaw the delivery
of more than four thousand dozen donuts to the troops
in Vietnam over a five-year period.

The Excellence in the Arts award went to Walter An-
derson. He has written five books and his play, Almost
Home, opened in New York last year. But he is best
known as the longtime editor-in-chief of Parade mag-
azine. He served in Vietnam in 1965 with the U.S. Ma-
rine Corps.

Duery Felton was honored for his life’s work as cu-
rator of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Collection.

Dr. Timothy Miller received VVA’s Excellence in the Sciences
award. For nine years he was the chief of plastic surgery at UCLA
Health System. He also is the chief surgeon of Operation Mend, a
pioneering partnership between UCLA and the Brooke Army Med-
ical Center, a leading burn and rehabilitation center in San Antonio.
Operation Mend addresses the comprehensive needs of returning
service personnel who have suffered severely disfiguring facial
wounds in Iraq and Afghanistan. Miller served in Vietnam with the
Special Forces in 1965-66 and received the Bronze Star.

Of course, VVA Conventions also are about politics, with an
emphasis on internal politics. When the dust settled and the results
were tallied, it was clear that delegates had voted to maintain the
status quo and to shake things up. All four officers were handily re-
elected. John Rowan begins an absolutely unprecedented sixth
term. But among the Directors, some winners were as surprising
as some of the losers. Dottie Barickman, Kerwin Stone, and Dave
Simmons were elected to the Board for the first time, while Sandie
Wilson returned for another tour. 

VVA Conventions also are about history. One of the highlights
was the showing of John Giannini’s film, Finally a Voice: The Birth
of Vietnam Veterans of America, which contains extensive footage
from VVA’s Founding Convention along with recent discussions
about VVA goals and achievements. As he walked back to the mi-
crophone as the lights went up, and as he considered all those at that
First Convention who had died, John Rowan wept.Ω

Below: John Giannini receives congrats 
and a check. Bottom: Delegates to every 
VVA Convention. Right: Kelly Grant, Jr., 

Mel-O-Cream’s Donut Daddy.

Above: Veterans Mall. 
Right: Candidates review the final vote tally.
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OFFICERS
John Rowan, President
Marsha Four, Vice President

Bill Meeks, Secretary
Wayne Reynolds, Treasurer


