


Welcome to the Spring 2023 issue of The BVA Bulletin, Volume Seventy-Eight, Number Two. Joseph D. McNeil, Sr. of Columbus, Georgia, is the National President of the Blinded Veterans Association. Paul Mimms of Kansas City, Missouri, is the National Vice President. The National Secretary is Elizabeth Holmes of Midland, Georgia, and Tracy Ferro of Biloxi, Mississippi, continues as the National Treasurer. 

Serving as District Directors are the following: Wanda Grover of Rockville, Maryland, representing District One; Brian Harris of Homewood, Illinois, Director of District Two; Douglas Ingram, of Tallahassee, Florida, Director of District 3; and Wade Davis of LaPorte, Texas, representing the veterans of District 4. 
 
The Immediate Past National President is Dr. Thomas Zampieri of Pearland, Texas.  

Additional appointed officers are: Newly named National Chaplain Kennith Harvey of Henrico, Virginia, and National Sergeant-at-Arms Brian O’Connell of Greenville, South Carolina. 

BVA staff members serving the Association’s membership nationwide consist of Executive Director Donald D. Overton, Jr., Chief of Staff Timothy Hornik, Director of Veterans Benefits Duayne Driscoll, National Service Officer Marlene Davis-Lilly, and Deputy Director of Government Relations Alek Libbin. The new Strategic Advisor is Teresa Galgano.

The BVA Director of Member Relations is currently a vacant position while the Director of Development is Meredith Buono-DaGrossa. Andrea Malmer is the Director of Operations. The Information Technology Specialist and Webmaster is Jordan Chesley. 

Stuart Nelson is the Director of Public Relations while Kylie Fitzgerald serves as Director of Communications. The two are, respectively, Editor and Associate Editor of this issue of The Bulletin.

Following a move earlier this year, BVA’s National Headquarters is now located at 1600 Duke Street, Suite 510, Alexandria, Virginia 22314. However, the official mailing address of the Association continues as P.O. Box 90770, Washington, DC 20090. Each full-time headquarters staff member can be reached by dialing 202-371-8880 or toll free 1-800-669-7079 and by then following prompts that connect the caller to the correct individual or team. Email communication will be forwarded to the appropriate recipient when sent through BVA’s general email address, bva@bva.org. 
The Bulletin is published quarterly by and for all veterans with sight loss. There is no charge to receive the print version of the publication, which is available upon request of the National Headquarters to any interested individual or organization. Requests for multiple copies will also be honored whenever possible. An audio Compact Disk version is mailed to BVA members upon specific request. Other formats include a web-based narrated audio version with image descriptions, a PDF replica of the print version, and a descriptive email version transmitted as a Word document.  

Contents of this issue of The Bulletin are divided into the following section headings:

President’s Page
      By Joseph D. McNeil, Sr. 

Legislative Update
      By Alek Libbin

Executive Director’s Message 
      By Donald D. Overton, Jr.

St. Louis Promises Warm Welcome
      By Meredith Buono-DaGrossa

I Couldn’t Even Believe It Myself!	
      By Shawntina Gibson 

A Rich History of Service to Fellow Veterans
      By Stuart Nelson

Around BVA 

Veterans Service Program Update
      By Duayne Driscoll

Ways To Give                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
      By Meredith Buono-DaGrossa

Chaplain’s Corner
      By Dr. Ron Lester and Kennith Harvey

Coping with Loneliness
      By Paschal Baute

Of Note

Letters to the Editor

In Remembrance

And, the customary Final Thought


The cover of this, the Spring 2023 issue of The Bulletin, features two color photos. Given the look of the sky and the illuminated electric lights, the first photo depicts at either dusk or dawn a rectangular dark reddish building that appears to be 18 stories high. Portions of other buildings are seen to the left, to the right, and behind. The photo is a diagonal shot, which means that it is the corner of the building that is seen directly ahead. From all appearances, the photo was taken from a corner room in an upper floor of a building. Below, the roads are free from moving vehicles and there are streetlamps still brightly shining. At the top of the building on the two fully visible sides are brightly lit letter “M’s” in red followed by the word “MARRIOTT” in bright white lettering. 

The second photo, placed to the right of the first, is a landscape image of a huge plaza-like area filled with people, all dressed casually and many in red clothing on a sunny day. Highlights of the photo include a gazebo-like structure, another structure that depicts the letter logo of the St. Louis Cardinal baseball organization, blue umbrellas, a large rectangular building containing the name “Onelife Fitness,” another building labeled “Cardinals Nation,” and a large video screen. In the distant background are several tall buildings, including a Hilton Hotel and an apartment building labeled “One Cardinal Way.”

Beneath the landscape photo are the words: Convening in the Gateway City
							    August 14-18, 2023

The explanatory caption on the next page reads as follows:

Ballpark Village, pictured at right and located just under a mile from the St. Louis Marriott Grand, pictured at left, will attract attendees of the BVA 78th National Convention for its reputation as the premiere dining and entertainment mecca of the St. Louis Metropolitan Area. Adjacent to this first-ever sports-anchored, multi-phased, mixed-use development is historic Busch Stadium, home of the St. Louis Cardinals baseball team. The upcoming convention experience is summarized in this issue of The Bulletin.


President’s Page
by Joseph D. McNeil, Sr.

This issue’s President’s Page includes an accompanying photo. The image is the usual head and shoulders thumbnail photo of Joe McNeil, which shows him dressed in a tuxedo and a black bowtie. His BVA garrison cap stands out in the photo. The background of the picture is a step-and-repeat structure that contains scattered images of the organization’s logo, seal, and website u-r-l, bva.org. There is no photo caption.

The text of the President’s Page begins:

Fellow Blinded Veterans, Members, and Friends: 

After two and a half years of isolation and surviving the most devastating of world crises, we are emerging out of our homes to travel the country to visit with family and friends, and to finally be able to put faces with names we know only from Zoom or Microsoft Teams video calls and meetings. 

The Blind Rehabilitation Centers are opening once again, and we can finally take off those pesky masks that we needed to preserve our lives! 

We are on the verge of a celebration, that of our 78th National Convention in St. Louis, Missouri! The staff is hard at work to assure a fantastic time for everyone. Last year was great and that means this year will be even better since we can spread our wings out even more.

We need every BVA member to go to https://bva.org/national-convention and register. Book your flights early to secure less expensive tickets and hopefully more convenience. 
 
In preparation for the convention, we need to be sure that all regional groups are in good standing, that all reports are turned in, and that all credentials are reviewed and signed by the president of the regional group. Please don’t forget either that delegate credentials must be forwarded on time to district directors and BVA National Headquarters.
 
As we did during the pandemic years and then again last year, we will hold town hall sessions leading up to the convention to discuss any bylaw changes or other issues needing to be brought before the membership. If you have any questions in the meantime, please bring them up with your leadership (regional group president or district director).

We will be conducting elections for new national officers and all delegates must be physically present to vote. As a reminder to all regional groups, your delegate represents you and their failure to be present and seated on time to represent you will be them failing you. Just as a preliminary reminder, the doors will be locked during the vote, and no one will be allowed entry once we have begun. 
 
I want to thank all Committee Chairs and the members who have stepped up when called upon to serve. Without your sacrifice of time and effort, we could not have accomplished what we have. I hope you continue to stay involved and support the next president as well. We have considerable talent in this organization, and we must use and channel that talent in the best ways possible. 

If you are not called on to help, it is due to an oversight. If such a case occurs, please step up and indicate your availability. We will not turn you away.
To all BVA members, it has been a humbling moment in time and a pleasure serving as your National President. I look forward to seeing you in St Louis. I have great respect for all of you. Your acts of service are worthy of great accolades. See you soon!


Legislative Update 
by Alek Libbin

This issue’s Legislative Update includes three photos. The first of the three is an outdoor photo with much of the east side of the U.S. Capitol Building visible in the distant background. Trees, still barren of blossoms or trees, are also seen. Five blinded veterans with faint smiles, each holding the top of a white cane, stand side-by-side. Three of the five are wearing the BVA garrison cap. The caption states:

Left to right on Capitol Hill, Director of District 3 Douglas Ingram, Joe McNeil, Director of District 1 Wanda Grover, National Judge Advocate Stephen Butler, and National Treasurer Tracy Ferro.

The second photo, taken in an office, shows five individuals. The three to the right are all holding canes. The lady in the middle is sporting a cane but not a cap. The gentleman to the far right also has an overcoat draped over his left arm. Moving left to right, the first three are smiling broadly and the other two only faintly. The caption reads:

Left to right, BVA Director of Veterans Benefits Duayne Driscoll, Representative Jennifer Kiggans (Republican-Virginia-District 2), Wanda Grover, Director of District 4 Wade Davis, and Joe McNeil.

The final photo is a side view of a group of nine individuals, half of whom are wearing service caps, seated at a long table. One of the seated men and women is Joe McNeil. Each has a table microphone and a name card in front of them. Behind the table and row of witnesses is a large gallery of spectators, including a BVA contingency on the front row immediately in back. The caption is expressed as follows:

Veterans Service Organization representatives at witness table, additional leaders, and onlookers gathered on March 8 for the annual presentation of legislative priorities by BVA and eight other organizations.

The text of the Legislative Update commences with the following:

During this first session of the 118th Congress that will run through the end of 2024, BVA will focus on the legislative priorities emphasized in our recent Congressional testimony on March 8. We will also be working with the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to ensure access to quality care.
 
The BVA leadership met with more than 25 offices in the House and Senate in the days leading up to the testimony, where we gave detailed and effective information to Members of Congress and their respective staff members. Since that time, we have continued to engage with numerous offices, including, but not limited to, Senators John Cornyn (R-TX) and Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) and the staff of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs. 

Congress is about relationships, and the connections we made during the week of the testimony laid the foundation for action. We appreciate the time that those offices spent with us. Their continued support and engagement are critical to needed progress on all our policy goals. 

This background leads us to the main topic of this issue’s Update, which is how the testimony is crafted and how the document builds into our overall strategy. We begin putting the testimony together by reviewing our current main goals, our previous testimonies and goals, and our ongoing efforts to bring the two together. We then engage with staff in Congress to find out what their priorities are and come up with a plan to best influence offices and frame our issues. 

The testimony is important because it provides a solid reference document that can act as the basis of further engagement. President McNeil’s testimony is also important because it can serve as a gauge of interest for issues. For example, this year most questions asked by the Committee Members related to accessibility and service dog protections. Having had this experience allows us to identify which Members are interested in which issues and how to leverage their interest.

Once the testimony and Capitol Hill visits were concluded, the BVA Government Relations Team conducted follow-up meetings on the Hill and fielded questions from Congressional staff. These meetings allow us to guide offices in the direction we believe to be best and gain further information into the way they think.
 
For example, a Senator’s staff member inquired about Braille and accessibility issues for VA, asking for BVA’s input and guidance. The chief reason these engagements are important is that while staff are highly knowledgeable, perhaps experts in their field and the government regulations affecting that field, they often lack the narrower subject-matter expertise. It’s akin to a general practitioner knowing how the heart works and a cardiologist knowing how to heal a heart after a heart attack. 

These engagements result in various types of actions. An example would be a letter directed to VA signed by several Members of at least one of the two Veterans Affairs Committees. Such letters can refine the language in a bill and increase awareness of the importance of the issue in question both at VA and in Congress. They are also important because they signal to VA the priorities and interests of Congress with respect to an issue and, if a response is requested, that response provides greater clarity into VA’s course and goals. The response also provides Congress with an easy reference on which to base further inquiries, possible support, and requests for corrections. 

All these efforts and actions build into BVA’s strategy to produce results in the form of legislation or regulation.



Executive Director’s Message
by Donald D. Overton, Jr.

A small photo accompanies this issue’s Executive Director’s Message, the customary thumbnail image of Don Overton with a faint smile. The photo is like that described for other columns—with the photo subject wearing the same BVA dress shirt against the same image background. There is insufficient space for captions of any kind. Don’s message begins with the following:

Until 2016, at least a small handful of our “Greatest Generation” blinded veterans were able to attend the annual convention. Unfortunately, that is no longer the case. How we now miss them—their energy, their good cheer, their wisdom, and, perhaps most of all, their loyalty to BVA. 

On Memorial Day this year, as we participated in remembrance ceremonies and were honored to lay a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington National Cemetery, I thought of our early members who pioneered the organization. I also thought of the World War II veterans who made the ultimate sacrifice and never returned home.

In my column last year at approximately this same time, I mentioned the fact that, despite years of war, Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs) such as BVA are not growing. Membership in most of these VSOs peaked in the early 1990s but has since faced a sharp decline, even more so during the past ten years with the accelerated loss of so many of our World War II veterans. 

My prior column also referenced our younger veterans who, for a variety of reasons, do not face the societal opposition that prevailed in previous eras and do not seek the assistance, protection, and camaraderie of BVA and similar organizations as they once did. Notwithstanding these obstacles and difficult conditions, I expressed optimism that if we strategized and transformed ourselves appropriately, leveraging modern tools and technology, we could still meet the needs and interests of our veterans with sight loss.

Sharing different strategies in our pre-convention virtual meetings last summer and the subsequent passage of the revised bylaws in Washington, DC, was an important step in that process, but there is still much to discuss and accomplish. This year’s national convention is another opportunity to hold those constructive discussions and gain a clearer, more unified vision for BVA’s future.

If you have not already done so, I hope you will consider, or reconsider, attending and participating with your fellow BVA members in our 78th National Convention, now just weeks away. Our regional groups sorely need representation, and we need to hear from these groups through their convention delegates or their individual members who speak for themselves. We need our membership to be actively involved in this process of strategic transformation. 

Although the focus of our convention staff will be on making sure that things run smoothly with the business meetings, our Exhibit Hall, and the technological innovators and companies who have generously stepped up to sponsor our events, we hope that our attendees can find time to enjoy the downtown area of St. Louis, which offers an abundance of options for fun and enjoyment both day and night. Please come to the 78th National Convention and take advantage of it all. We look forward to seeing you there August 14-18!


St. Louis Promises Warm Welcome
by Meredith Buono-DaGrossa

This section of the Spring 2023 Bulletin is a preview of the upcoming national convention. The article is accompanied by two photos, the first of which is a scenic, breath-taking aerial view of a large rectangular fountain that becomes a circular fountain moving forward. Surrounding the fountain are trees and other vegetation that appear to be autumn colors. Behind the fountain is a very green grassy knoll that eventually leads to a large white building appearing relatively small at the back of the photo. Further in the background is the same vegetation of red and yellow that characterize the autumn season. The caption states:

Forest Park, owned by the City of St. Louis, attracts 13 million visitors each year, making it the sixth most visited urban park in the United States. This unique city escape only blocks from the Marriott St. Louis Grand offers 1,300 acres of beautiful landscapes sprinkled with forests, ecosystems, nature reserves, and lakes and streams. A Dual Path system invites both leisurely walks and intense workouts, quiet places to enjoy a picnic and read, and a variety of festivals and events. Visible in the background is the St. Louis Art Museum. Photo courtesy of Explore St. Louis.

A second photo on a sunny day reveals a long sidewalk bordered by grass on both sides. A couple of dozen people are on the sidewalk at different points. In the grass to the right is an unidentified sculpture that appears to be two large metallic circular structures. They are not complete circles. Tall trees are also located within the grassy border. Further to the right and directly ahead are tall buildings up to 25 stories high. The caption says:

BVA convention attendees may wish to explore a nearly three-acre oasis in downtown St. Louis known as Citygarden Sculpture Park. Free of charge to enter, Citygarden is within walking distance of the renowned Gateway Arch. Visitors perusing the area will discover 24 sculptures, a children’s spray and splash area, six rain gardens, and a 180-foot pool and waterfall.

Meredith’s write-up begins:

BVA members and their families who have not yet registered for the 78th National Convention, but who yearn to enjoy a potpourri of dining experiences, cultural and historic sites, a vibrant arts scene, an overflow of parks and recreation areas, and a high-class hotel should book their travel and register for the convention now!

Add to all that the usual camaraderie, an expansive exhibit hall with the latest in technology for the blind and low vision, and an opportunity to make a difference in the policy making affecting BVA’s future by attending the business meetings, and you have the recipe for an enjoyable exciting week in the Gateway City. 

Official Convention Letter

Pursuant to the provisions of Section 3 of Article IX (National Convention) of the BVA National Bylaws, all members of the Blinded Veterans Association are hereby notified that the BVA 78th National Convention will be held at the Marriott St. Louis Grand, 800 Washington Avenue, St. Louis, MO 63101, from Monday, August 14, through Friday, August 18, 2023.

The following details are important for attendees to begin planning their trips and weeklong stays in St. Louis, Missouri.

Registration Information

BVA members and guests can register and pay online at https://bva.org/national-convention/, or by contacting Meredith Buono-DaGrossa at mbuonodagrossa@bva.org, or call 202-371-8880, Ext. 304. The deadline to pre-register is July 21, 2023, at 5:00pm (ET).

Hotel Information

The BVA room rate at the Marriott St. Louis Grand is $126.00 per night (plus tax). The hotel offers complimentary standard Wi-Fi in guest rooms for all Marriott Bonvoy Members, refrigerators in each room, and use of the well-equipped fitness center.

Convention attendees can enjoy breakfast at the 8th Street Pantry, the onsite full-service Starbucks®, or at Zenia Bar & Grille (contemporary American cuisine and cocktails).

To reserve your room, please use the following hotel booking link: https://book.passkey.com/e/50368736, or call 877-303-0104 and use code “BLINDED VETS BVA.” The hotel will honor the special BVA room rate for stays between August 10-19, 2023, but reservations must be made prior to July 21, 2023.

Travel Information

For travel assistance, please contact Brenda K. McDaniel, Independent Travel Consultant and daughter of a BVA member, between 11:00am and 6:30pm ET. Brenda can be reached at brenda_mcdaniel@sbcglobal.net or call 915-204-0101. 

The following are scheduled highlights of the 78th National Convention (subject to change):

Monday, August 14
· Registration
· Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge
· Riverboat Cruise with 3-Course Dinner ($5 offsite registration fee)

Tuesday, August 15 
· Exhibitor and BVA Member Breakfast
· Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge
· Exhibit Hall Opens
· Exhibit Hall Bingo
· Missouri Botanical Gardens (morning) and Anheuser-Busch Brewery (afternoon) Tours ($5 offsite registration fee each)
· President’s Reception Dinner

Wednesday, August 16
· Ambassador Ceremony/Coffee
· Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge
· Exhibit Hall
· Exhibit Hall Bingo
· Opening Session
· Business Meetings
· Lunch and Learn
· Special Interest Group Meetings
· Bowling and Dinner at Flamingo Bowl ($5 offsite registration fee)

Thursday, August 17
· General Session
· Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge
· Father Carroll Luncheon
· District Caucus Meetings
· Explore St. Louis (on your own)

Friday, August 18
· Closing Business Meeting
· Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge
· Reception and Awards Banquet

Frequently Asked Questions:

What is the member cancellation policy?
Fully refundable registration cancellations will be honored through July 21, 2023, at 5:00pm (ET).

How do I sign up for offsite events, tours, and activities?
Registration for offsite events, tours, and activities is available online at https://bva.org/national-convention/offsite-activities/registration/, or at the convention registration desk. All offsite activities have a non-refundable $5 registration fee.

Do the hotel rooms have refrigerators for my medications?
Yes. All rooms are equipped with a small refrigerator.

Can my regional group still advertise in the convention program?
Yes! We encourage it! BVA regional groups and chapters can advertise by contacting Meredith and providing their full-page or half-page ad NO LATER THAN June 20, 2023. Payment must be received at the time of commitment. The regional group discounted price for a full-page ad is $100 and a half-page ad is $50.

Will someone meet me at the airport/train station?
Yes. Volunteers will be available to assist BVA members and guests at the airport.

Is there a shuttle from the airport to the hotel?
No. Members should plan to use a taxi or rideshare service for travel to and from the airport and hotel at their own expense.

Is there parking at the hotel?
Hotel parking costs $35 daily, including overnight. SP Parking, 901 Lucas Avenue, just two blocks from the hotel, offers parking for $10 per day. A mobile application can be downloaded through which payment can be made daily without returning to the vehicle. More information is available from SP Parking at https://parking.com or at 314-421-4063. 

Will the offsite activity buses be wheelchair accessible?
Yes. Please contact Meredith to ensure that BVA is aware of your need for wheelchair accommodation.

Is there a dog relief area?
Yes! There will be two designated relief areas! New this year is a Service Dog Bow Wow Lounge. Immediately outside that lounge is a door leading to a relief area on Washington Avenue. An additional relief area will be on St. Charles Street closer to the business meeting space.

Will the offsite activity buses be wheelchair accessible?
Yes. Please contact Meredith to ensure that BVA is aware of your need for wheelchair accommodation.

What is the plan in the event of a fire drill or emergency?
Volunteers and hotel staff will orient members to the emergency exits, stairwells, and assembly areas near their rooms. Any further questions can be answered at the convention. 

What meals are included in my registration fee?
· Monday evening Riverboat Cruise (dinner)
· Tuesday morning Exhibitor and BVA Member Breakfast (breakfast)
· Tuesday afternoon Lunch and Learn (lunch)
· Tuesday evening President’s Reception Dinner (dinner)
· Wednesday afternoon Lunch and Learn (lunch)
· Wednesday evening Bowling and Dinner (dinner)
· Thursday afternoon Father Carroll Luncheon (lunch)
· Friday evening Awards Reception and Banquet (dinner)

What dining options are available at the hotel?
The hotel has an onsite restaurant with breakfast, lunch, and dinner options.

Will there be a hospitality suite?
Yes. Hospitality suite hours will be available at the hotel.


I Couldn’t Even Believe It Myself!
By Shawntina Gibson

Two images accompany Shawntina’s feature. The first of the two is a side view showing Shawntina, wearing a harness, being connected to a long, orange-colored rope. A gentleman facing her is clipping the end of the rope to her harness. Immediately behind him is a light-colored cliff and in the background is a series of jagged rock and shorter cliffs. The day is a bright, sunny one with nothing but blue sky overhead. The caption states:

With assistance from guide Mike Donaldson, Shawntina Gibson makes final preparations for her chillino rock-climbing challenge. The term “chillino” refers to an experience of harmony realized while moving over stone. The climb is on the rock formation that is named Morbid Bound.

The second image shows Shawntina standing with a man different from that of the first photo. The two are in front of a tandem bicycle. Both are equipped with helmets and dark glasses in what appears to be a bright sun. Behind them in the distant background is light green sagebrush and, beyond that, mountainous terrain with no tall peaks.

The caption reads:

Shawntina Gibson, right, about to embark on bike journey with Will Ridder, her assigned Tandem Bike Captain from the San Diego Blind Stokers Club.

Shawntina’s article begins:

A little more than a year ago the Louisiana/Mississippi Regional Group talked me into going to an adaptive sports camp promoted by Team BVA. I had never been rock climbing or kayaking before, and I hadn’t ridden a bike in years but, after some thought, I was willing to give it all a try. Very quickly I fell in love with the challenge to mind and body, attending a variety of camps and local challenges ranging from snow skiing to running the Houston Half Marathon. 

What I thought was the climax came March 1-5 at Beast Adventure Week in San Diego, only to be matched a month later at the Challenged Athletes Foundation’s Iron Man Triathlon. With a little editing, these accounts come out of my personal journal.

Beast Adventure Week

One of my most fulfilling experiences since delving into adaptive sports, Beast Adventure Week, featured a five-day adventure, courtesy of the Blind Stokers Club of San Diego. It was filled with camping, rock climbing, tandem biking, and hiking in and around Joshua Tree National Park and Anza Borrego State Park. Let me tell you, I may have been in California, but this was one snowy, cold adventure, especially for a young girl coming from the south!

Day 1 for me was the most challenging, camping for the first time and trying to sleep outside in Joshua Tree National Park at 32 degrees. Wouldn’t you know also that there was snow on the ground there for the first time in decades! I’m thinking to myself: “I’m not going to make it for four more days outside!”

The next morning, on Day 2, it was still cold, but the sun eventually came out and I couldn’t think of a more perfect way to start off the adventure than with a rock-climbing activity. The team that came in and assisted us was beyond incredible—knowledgeable, prepared with equipment, and with the motivation to get us all started. I needed that motivation because, after all, I considered myself a cyclist and not a rock climber. Throughout the park they had different stations set up with different ability levels. Soon, I was in the intermediate group and then with the advanced climbers, reaching 40 feet high for the first time and literally seeing the world from up top! This gave me the adrenaline and confidence that I really didn’t know I had within myself.

Days 3 and 4 consisted of a trip to Borrego Springs and back. It was there that we did tandem biking and hiking. It was my first time riding that far on a bike. On the way back we caught some uphill winds. I was thinking on my bike: “Why didn’t anyone tell me that it would take almost three hours to cover 20 miles?” This was because the headwinds were so heavy that day. I will tell you, though, quitting was not an option and the margarita at the end made it so worth it all!

Day 5 of this adventure, the final day, was spent hiking in the beautiful desert canyons, experiencing the natural beauty of California that very few experience.
 
Most of the adaptive sports activities in which I have participated include nice hotels, opportunities to lounge, and fully paid flights. Those are the things that may motivate some veterans to participate. Not this one! I flew out to California on my own dime and slept outside those five days. Waking up and seeing the sun rise and set every day was better than any hotel experience. To add to that, I was able to get up each day and give it my all to this wonderful group that invited me to come out and join them.

Sometimes in life we must move outside of our box and try something new. Although this was not a veteran-focused trip, it was still focused on people with physical disabilities not only having fun but challenging themselves in different ways.

Thanks go to the Blind Stokers Club of California for allowing me to participate all the way from Louisiana and to bond with them. Through nature they showed me another side of what life has to offer. 

Iron Man Triathlon                                                                                                                                                             
 
Here I was on April 1 in Oceanside, California, all set for a 70.3, also known as a Half Ironman. The big day had arrived.

I was assigned to the Operation Rebound Team of the Challenged Athletes Foundation (CAF). The number 70.3 refers to the total distance in miles covered in the race, which consists of a 1.2-mile swim, a 56-mile bike ride, and a 13.1-mile run. Each of the three segments is half of what it is in a full Ironman Triathlon. 

This was still all new to me. I had been a grant recipient for less than a year and had participated only in a Try Challenge six months earlier in San Diego to get a taste of a triathlon. I had been overwhelmed with the love and support CAF shows to veterans and first responders. So, when CAF asked me to participate in the 70.3 as a fundraising event to receive more money for grants, I could not help but say yes! In addition to that, as a blinded veteran who understands the struggles of life and who always wants to do more but is often limited, I really wanted to do it.

Although I started training ten weeks prior to the big day, I was so nervous when that day finally arrived. When they surprisingly announced that there were professional athletes participating, I thought: “OMG—what am I doing out here? I’m no professional athlete!”

Despite all my fears, I was still able to compete and complete my role on a relay team. Then, starting off on a 56-mile tandem bike ride with Camp Pendleton as the ultimate destination, I was still excited from what I had already done and felt some energy. However, not even 25 minutes into my ride, my pilot bike got a flat tire! At that point, I was determined not to be discouraged and to push on. In some cases, the hills were so steep that we had to stand as we pedaled, but we reached the finish line.

The next big challenge was the run and let me tell you that I’ve never considered myself a runner. Starting out, I didn’t think there was any way I could possibly finish it and by Mile 9 my breath was very shallow. Somehow, I mustered up enough energy to cross that finish line at 7:39pm, and the only way I could have done it is by remembering all the struggles I have faced and been through, and then thinking of all the veterans I know who desire these same opportunities. 

The fact that I was able to do all this—well, I couldn’t even believe it myself, and the tears that flowed from my eyes weren’t for just me but for all my fellow veterans who are out fighting for each other and who want to do still much more with their lives. 
 
I’ve been asked: Would you do all this again? Most definitely yes. No doubt about it.


A Rich History of Service
To Fellow Veterans
by Stuart Nelson

An archive photo accompanies this section. The scanned image reveals four formally dressed gentlemen standing together, side by side, all sporting a serious look. Three of the four are wearing dark glasses. All are wearing ties, which are considerably wider than those of 2023. Two of the four men are wearing dark suits while one is in light-colored suit. The fourth is wearing a separate plaid sport coat and dark slacks. In the background clipped to a curtain are two matching posters containing the Blinded Veterans Association name and emblem. A third poster, situated between the other two, is partially concealed by one of the heads in the photo. The visible portion explains that the Field Service Program’s purpose is to assist the blinded veteran to become a productive member of the community and that this process can begin by contacting one of the representatives.

The caption states:

Left to right, Field Service Director Dennis Wyant with Field Service Representatives Buddy Spivey, Robert Utley, and Don Garner.

The full write-up begins as follows:

With perhaps only a couple of exceptions, I have at my fingertips the hard copy of every issue of The Bulletin since that historic first edition of April 15, 1946. Volume 1, Number 1 was an eight-page newsletter composed on an old typewriter, the copies of which appear to have been produced by a mimeograph machine (for anyone old enough to remember such a process) and then mailed to the members of the newly organized Blinded Veterans Association.  

Access to The Bulletin has provided me with some insight into some of the influential figures and important events in BVA’s history that have shaped and brought the organization to where it is today. However, with 78 years to digest and a history that has affected thousands of blinded veterans, I am little more than a novice when it comes to BVA and its rich history, particularly when it comes to the ways in which blinded veterans have been assisted and lifted by their fellow veterans, both individually and institutionally. 

Serving as an editor of The Bulletin but still doing so, nevertheless, as that historical novice, I sometimes overlook a milestone something of real historical significance to BVA. Perhaps never did that fact ring truer for me than it did recently with an email in early May from Dr. Dennis Wyant of the Florida Regional Group, one of the Association’s Past National Presidents. He had first contacted me last November and, after reading a small biographical blurb about himself that we included as a “Did You Know” filler in the last issue, he emailed me again.

Dennis reminded me in both messages that the year 2023 marks the 50th anniversary of a newly revived and expanded Field Service Program funded through a contract with what was then called the Veterans Administration. The objective, essence, and scope of that program were unprecedented, but it continues today as our Veterans Service Program currently managed by National Service Director Duayne Driscoll and National Service Officer and BVA member Marlene Davis-Lilly.

“BVA was close to going under financially at the time and the funding we received from the VA contract and then a later grant from the Department of Labor literally saved the organization,” Dennis said.

In January 1973, Dennis was appointed as the National Field Service Director and assumed his duties at BVA National Headquarters, at the time located on DeSales Street Northwest in Washington, DC. Shortly thereafter, upon interviews by an ad hoc committee, three additional Field Service Representatives were selected to serve in various parts of the United States—Don Garner for the Northeast, Buddy Spivey for the Central United States, Robert Utley for the Far West, and Dennis himself for the Southeast Region, Alaska, Hawaii, and any international areas where blinded veterans may be residing.

“Each of us will not only be handling a geographic area but will specialize in certain areas of interest that will complement the goals of the program and our own individual aptitudes and experiences,” Dennis wrote at the time. He went on to elaborate on Buddy’s experience with prosthetic devices and vocational rehabilitation programs, Don’s aptitude with low vision aids, Robert’s legal education and training, and his own knowledge of employment of the disabled.

Because of the demanding nature of the work and the large number of veterans being helped, however, the assignments in the end were strictly geographic, Dennis told me during a recent call. There was really no time to realistically devote to those specialized areas of interest, he said. 

The stated objective of the newly revamped program was to seek out blinded veterans throughout the United States to ascertain their needs and to bring them into contact with VA facilities and local community service agencies to assist them in their total rehabilitation. As unusual as it now seems, funds for the program came from VA through a negotiated contract with BVA in pursuance of this objective.       

A native of Missouri and a Vietnam era veteran, Dennis was a 30-year-old father of a young son at the time of his appointment as Director of the program. He was first affected by vision problems in 1966 while in flight training when one eye developed histoplasmosis, a fungus-like disease that attacks the optic nerve and destroys central vision. Within a year the disease had spread to the second eye, leaving him with peripheral vision only.

As mentioned in the “Did You Know,” Dennis was later elected to the BVA National Board of Directors as National Secretary, National Vice President, and National President. He also served as a Special Assistant to the VA Administrator (now a cabinet position) during the Carter Administration. Despite being very young at the time, he brought a wealth of training and experience to BVA as a former member of the Executive Board of the Dayton Council for the Blind, a delegate to the National Federation of the Blind of Ohio, a member of the Mayor’s and Governor’s Committees on Employment of the Handicapped, and a member of the National Rehabilitation Association. 

Dennis earned a Bachelor of Science Degree at Southwest Missouri State University in 1965 prior to losing his sight, a Master of Business Administration from Wright State University in 1972, and a Doctorate in Adult Technical and Vocational Education from the University of Cincinnati shortly thereafter.

Although not funded by the same contract with VA, the Field Service Program continued and expanded even further, eventually reaching seven Representatives and a Director until its recent consolidation and decentralization back to the National Headquarters beginning in 2014.





Around BVA

BVA Honors Fallen at
Arlington Cemetery

Two photos accompany this first Around BVA entry. The first of the two shows two formally dressed gentlemen in a procession on a sunny day, the man on the left carrying the BVA organizational flag. The latter also has a hand on the shoulder of the other. In the background behind the two is a military chorus and to their left a band plays a number. The caption states:

As U.S. Navy Band plays the National Emblem March and with Sea Chanters Chorus looking on, Lawrence Harrison and sighted guide Pastor Stan Wright depart Cemetery Amphitheater with dozens of other flag-bearers. 

The second of the photos reveals two men dressed in dark suits and ties, standing behind a colorful wreath. All but the very bottom portion of the wreath is visible in the photo. Immediately behind the two men is a metal railing and in the distant background are large leafy trees, plants, and shrubs characteristic of the month of May. The caption reads:

Alek Libbin, left, and Don Overton await their turn with other organization representatives to present BVA wreath at Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

The content of the entry begins:

At patriotic services, parades, and wreath-laying ceremonies, BVA members and their families throughout the country paused on Memorial Day for a least a few moments to remember the ultimate sacrifice of the hundreds of thousands of men and women who have given their lives to preserve the nation’s freedoms.

At Arlington National Cemetery a mere 5.4 miles from the Association’s National Headquarters, Mid-Atlantic Regional Group member Lawrence Harrison of Washington, DC, carried the BVA flag in a special “Parade of Colors” witnessed by approximately 5,000 onlookers in the Cemetery’s Memorial Amphitheater. The procession, marching to the music of the “National Emblem March” played by the United States Navy Band, signaled the start of the 155th annual remembrance ceremony. Lawrence was accompanied by his friend Mike Jenkins, who carried the U.S. Flag, and his sighted guide and pastor, Stan Wright.

Also attending the ceremony were Don Overton and Deputy Director of Government Relations Alek Libbin, who together presented a BVA wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier following the ceremony. Don and his wife, Peggy, were invited guests at an early morning White House breakfast with representatives of other Veterans Service Organizations. They also witnessed a Presidential wreath-laying as the Official Party of dignitaries arrived.

Addressing the crowd were Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark A. Milley, Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III, and President Joseph R. Biden, Jr. The Navy Band accompanied the Sea Chanters Chorus in four different numbers: Musical Interlude, The National Anthem, This Land is Your Land, and God Bless America.

Mission Accomplished on Everest!

A picture also accompanies this entry. Three individuals, only one of whom is showing his face because of the extreme cold, pose this for this image in a sitting position. A fourth person is seen standing off to the right in the background. All are equipped with heavy coats and hats in several layers. They are also in oversized boots. The background is totally white while the foreground appears to be a mixture of ice and snow. The caption reads: 

Against all odds and in the most challenging of conditions, Lonnie Bedwell, right, became only the fourth blind person to conquer Mount Everest. Pictured here, his Sightless Summits team at the Everest peak.

The content of the entry is presented as follows:

Describing Lonnie Bedwell as an extreme sports athlete can never again be adequate now that he and his courageous team from Sightless Summits beat all odds in conquering the summit of Mount Everest. The feat culminated this past Monday, May 22, at approximately 4:00pm local time. See adjacent photo.

“Your disability is a part of you, but it does not define you,” Lonnie once again reiterated upon reaching and touching a small mountain top known only to a handful of other blind persons. “We are able to adapt and do so much more than we think if we simply work together, so let’s get up and go live our lives to their fullest potential.”

Lonnie and the Sightless Summits team faced and endured nearly every type of weather condition and human challenge imaginable as they made their climb, including blowing and drifting snow, frost bite, physical and mental exhaustion, and lack of oxygen at altitudes of 26,000 feet or higher.

Future issues of The Bulletin will detail this incredible journey. 

Midwinter Meetings, Testimony
Highlight B-O-D Week in DC

A photo with this Around BVA entry reveals five blinded veterans, all with white canes, standing together between two large, thick pillars, inside a rotunda. All are dressed formally with the three middle persons donning BVA garrison caps. The caption states:

Left to right in Russell Senate Office Building rotunda during March Capitol Hill visits: Stephen Butler, Tracy Ferro, Joe McNeil, Wanda Grover, and Douglas Ingram.

With emphasis on safeguarding ocular clinical standards of care, caregiver program clinical standards, compliance with transportation services, protections for guide and service dogs at VA facilities, and improving programs and services for women veterans, Joe McNeil presented BVA’s legislative priorities for the current federal fiscal year at a joint session of the U.S. House and Senate Committees on Veterans Affairs. 

The March 8 in-person hearing, held on the House side of Capitol Hill, was the first of its kind since 2020 due to the pandemic. It also included brief presentations in panel format by the Veterans of Foreign Wars, the Jewish War Veterans, Wounded Warrior Project, Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors, Military Officers Association, AMVETS, Gold Star Wives, Military Order of the Purple Heart, and the National Association of County Veterans Service Officers.

A full contingent of staff and the BVA Board of Directors gave Joe a little moral support by lining up perfectly to quickly find seats directly behind him at the witness table. The Board was in town March 5-11 for the annual mid-winter meetings with staff members and others who service the organization. They also visited Congressional offices during the two days leading up to the hearing with nearly 30 appointments divided between two groups. 

As always, a written version of the presentation was submitted to Congress in advance and made accessible online by both Congressional Committees and BVA. To become familiar with this year’s comprehensive written testimony document and those dating back to 2016, or to connect to the video stream of this year’s proceedings, visit BVA’s Government Relations page at https://bva.org/government-relations. 

Tom Miller Presents
BVA Legislator Award

An accompanying photo provides a side view of two gentlemen in a spacious office. The man on the left is in the process of giving the other a small, open box containing an object. Four additional individuals, two of them partially obscured from view, are in the background. Behind them is an obscured view also of a bookcase and a U.S. flag. All are dressed in formal business attire, two with BVA garrison caps. The caption reads:

Chairman Mike Bost, right, receives BVA legislative award from Tom Miller whose name the award now bears.

Past BVA Executive Director, Director of Government Relations, and National President Tom Miller personally visited the offices of two Congressional leaders this past week on two different days for the presentation of the Association’s newly named Thomas H. Miller Guiding Legislator of the Year Award in honor of his own advocacy work on behalf of blinded veterans and their families for more than three decades.

The first two recipients of the award are Senator Robert P. Casey, Jr. (Democrat, Pennsylvania), Chairman of the Senate Committee on Aging, and Representative Mike Bost (Republican, Illinois, District 12) Chairman of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs.     

Joined by current National President Joe McNeil, National Service Director, Benefits and Policy, Jim Vale, and other Board members, Tom thanked the two Committee Chairmen for their leadership in passing the bipartisan VA Website Accessibility Act two years ago and more recently for their support of a December 2022 report detailing the findings of an 11-month investigation revealing widespread failure across the federal government to ensure that federal technology is accessible for people with disabilities, older adults, and veterans.

While working professionally as the Chief of VA Blind Rehabilitation in Waco, Texas, Tom Miller served as BVA’s National Secretary from 1979-80, National Vice President from 1981-82, and National President from 1983-84. He left Waco in 1986 to serve BVA for the next 26 years as the organization’s Director of Government Relations and later as Executive Director. For more than eight of those years he served in both roles simultaneously.

Salute to BVA Stalwart:
Dr. Robert A. Bottenberg

The accompanying image reveals two formally dressed gentlemen standing side by side and looking directly ahead to pose for this photo. Together they are holding up a plaque. The man on the left is smiling broadly while the one on the shows a more serious look. Characteristic of the era, the ties of both men seem unusually wide. The caption states: 

In 1972, renowned psychologist Dr. Salvatore G. DiMichael, left, presented Bob Bottenberg with President’s Trophy for Handicapped American of the Year on behalf of the President’s Committee on Employment of the Handicapped. Photo courtesy of Robert S. Cox Special Collections and University Archives Research Center, University of Massachusetts at Amherst.

The text of the tribute to Bob begins:

Robert A. “Bob” Bottenberg, BVA’s ninth National President and a dedicated member of the Association both nationally and locally for more than 60 years, passed away March 11 in San Antonio, Texas, at the age of 98.

Bob was blinded by German mortar fire in April 1945 when he was 20 years old, three weeks after BVA’s founding and approximately three weeks before V-E Day in Europe. His injuries occurred as he was serving as squad leader with the K Company of the 253rd Infantry Regiment, 63rd Division. He was hospitalized at Dibble Army General Hospital in Palo Alto, at Valley Forge, and at Avon Old Farms Convalescent Hospital. 

Bob earned Bachelors, Masters, and Ph.D. degrees in psychology, all after losing his sight. In 1947, he organized and served as the Chairman (the title at the time) of the Missouri Regional Group. While earning his Ph.D. at Stanford University, he was active in a regional group in the San Francisco Bay Area and later helped organize the South Texas Regional Group. He held a Board of Directors position from 1953-56 prior to his election as National Vice President. 

Fast forward 45 years and many regional group positions later, Bob delivered the Father Carroll Luncheon address at the 57th National Convention in San Antonio, having been well acquainted with the National Chaplain during the latter’s 25 years of service.

At the time he was elected National President at age 34 on July 19, 1958, Bob was employed as a psychologist with the Human Resources Research Center at Lackland Air Force Base. He worked for the Air Force for 37 years. 

On August 27 of that same year, President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed into law an Act of the 85th Congress formally incorporating the Blinded Veterans Association and granting the organization the Congressional charter it retains today. Bob had participated in what The Bulletin at the time described as a massive effort to secure the charter while he was serving as National Vice President. At one of the last national conventions Bob attended, he described the granting of the charter as one of the most memorable, meaningful, and satisfying memories of his life.

“He was an amazing man, overcoming each obstacle in his path, learning to ski at the age of 50, a strong swimmer, a carpenter and handyman, and a beloved father of three girls and husband to Dorothy Gene Laffoon Bottenberg for nearly 70 years before her passing in 2016,” his daughter Ann Bottenberg Schindler recounted.

Bronze Braille Flags
Find New Home

An accompanying photo reveals a formally dressed gentleman at a portable podium, located outdoors, addressing an audience seated in folding chairs. To his right is another man with a white cane and a BVA garrison cap. To the immediate right of the latter man and slightly behind him is a dark, rectangular cloth covering a small segment of one of the building pillars. To the far left in the distant background is a table with BVA literature and a front banner containing the BVA emblem. The caption reads:

Edivaldo Anjos, Associate Director of Outpatient Operations for the VA Gulf Coast Health Care System, addresses the BVA constituency and VA Blind Rehabilitation Service personnel at unveiling of Bronze Braille Flag at the VA Pensacola Outpatient Clinic. Next to Anjos, Emerald Coast Regional Group member Darryl Goldsmith prepares to remove the cover hiding the plaque.

The blurb begins: 

BVA’s Louisiana/Mississippi Regional Group, led by officers Gary Schoelerman and Joe Burns, presented and donated an American Bronze Braille Flag to WRBH-FM (88.3), a New Orleans radio station for the blind and print impaired, on March 8. The regional group chose WRBH as a tribute to the work they do to keep the sight and print impaired informed. 

Having opened its doors in 1980, WRBH has been on the air as a service to the blind and visually print impaired for more than 40 years. Although best known for its popular reading of the news daily at 8:00am, books of fiction, nonfiction, and great literature are also read throughout the day.

In preparation for the presentation, WGNO-TV ran a March 7 news story describing the Braille flag and accompanying plaque that WRBH was to receive the next day and permanently place in the station’s lobby. An interview with Joe, a Past BVA National President (2001-03), also aired on WRBH March 6-7. 

[bookmark: _Hlk127279954]The regional group was at it again on March 14, this time at the Lighthouse Louisiana New Orleans headquarters. Several members of the regional group and Lighthouse leadership participated in the presentation. 

Then, on March 28, BVA’s Emerald Coast Regional Group was recognized by WEAR-TV in Pensacola, Florida, for the group’s donation of a tactile Bronze Braille American Flag at the VA Community Based Outpatient Clinic.

The donation was unveiled as a recognition and celebration of National Blinded Veterans Day, designated as such 13 years ago through a congressional resolution and proclamation by President Barack Obama. The flag was installed onto a structural pillar just outside the clinic’s entrance.

Following the ceremony, veterans and their families participated in demonstrations of prosthetic items such as talking watches and magnification devices, a distribution of materials about the variety of blind rehabilitation services within the VA system, and role plays that teach proper etiquette for sighted guides.      
 
Regional group secretary Paul Kaufman described the significance of the Braille flag and the donation to a WEAR-TV reporter. The television outlet covers northwestern Florida and southern Alabama. 

BVA Members Bond
With VA Staff at WSC

The adjoining photo reveals three individuals standing side by side in a room with several tables in the background and windows at the far back and left side. A man in the middle of the three and a lady at the far right are identified by their name badges as participants in a program or event. A lady at the left is holding up the back of her jacket that contains taped identifiers. These include the words “Blind,” “Barb O&M,” and “Travel Trainer.” Below “Travel Trainer” is a black and white stick figure of a blind person stepping forward with a cane. The caption states:

Left to right, Winter Sports Clinic extraordinaire and Boise, Idaho, Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist Barbara Fultz with BVA members Anthony Woodson and Michaun Harrison in Snowmass, Colorado lodge.

The account reads as follows:

BVA members Anthony Woodson of the Illinois Regional Group, Michaun Harrison of the Mid-Atlantic Regional Group, Robert Byrd, also of the Mid-Atlantic Regional Group, and Yoneka Trent of the Carolina Regional Group, all of whom are BVA Ambassadors, were among the 79 veterans with a visual impairment who attended the recent National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic (WSC) in Snowmass, Colorado.

“I encourage veterans of all skill levels to attend this life-changing event,” said Anthony, a first-year participant. 

The 37th annual WSC, sponsored jointly by VA and Disabled American Veterans and held this year from March 25-April 1, provided approximately 400 total veterans with training and rehabilitation opportunities through adaptive skiing, sled hockey, scuba diving, and rock wall climbing. 

In addition to visual impairments, veterans with Traumatic Brain Injuries (TBIs), spinal cord injuries, amputations, and other severe disabilities are challenged to overcome perceived limitations. The theme of the WSC is “Miracles on a Mountainside.”

Highlighting the week for Anthony, Michaun, and several others was the work of Barbara Fultz, a Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist (BROS) with extensive training and skills in Orientation and Mobility. Barbara was on staff for the entire week and held special well-attended O&M sessions open to all participants.

“These sessions were very rewarding and beneficial, particularly for first-time attendees,” said Michaun.

Anthony had a similar impression: “Barbara’s addition to the WSC staff for the first time was a real benefit for those with vision impairments. We need to emphasize how important it is for these professionals to be funded and with us at these events.”

WSC Director Teresa Parks agreed with the assessments of the veterans: 

“We continue to try and improve each year the things we can do better in serving the visually impaired veterans who attend the WSC. We appreciate hearing from them firsthand so we know things that we can do to improve. Our Team Leader Coordinator for the WSC, who is also a BROS, recommended that Barbara Fultz join our team this year. Barbara was amazing and a true asset to our efforts at the WSC. We got a lot of great feedback on this addition.”

“In honor of Blinded Veterans Day on March 28, Barbara provided a platform for the attending veterans with sight loss to connect with one another in a meet-and-greet, or ‘fireside chat,’ approved by Teresa Parks,” said Michaun, who spearheaded the meeting and has arranged for a similar meeting to become an annual component of the WSC in the future. 

“Barbara also shared her expertise and educated the attendees on services offered by VA at the meeting,” she said.

At the same gathering, Robert Byrd informed the group about the importance of H.R. 333 (Disabled Veterans Tax Termination Act), encouraging those present to contact their elected legislative representatives to request their support of the bill. Yoneka spoke on behalf of BVA as an organization, providing information and answering questions while also recounting her experience at the BVA annual congressional testimony the previous month.

General information about the 2024 WSC is already available! Since participant spaces fill up extremely fast, it is never too early to investigate the possibility of attending next year. If interested in participating in the WSC’s adaptive sports events or in attending as one of some 700 volunteers, visit https://wintersportsclinic.org.  
Richmond Chapter Commemorates  
Blinded Veterans Day at VAMC

An accompanying group photo, taken in front of a partially visible mural inside a hospital, accompanies this subsection of Around BVA. If a guide dog is included in the count, there are 11 subjects in the photo. Three white canes and four BVA tee shirts also stand out. The caption states:

Back row, left to right, Richmond Chapter veterans Kerlin McManious, Stevie Bradley (chapter president), Doris Jones, Linwood Grey, Earline Mahoney, Paul Whitfield, Kai Ellison, and Kennith Harvey. Front row bending downward for photo, VIST Coordinator Sherri Geiger and Dr. Vee Harvey. Relaxing on the floor, Kennith Harvey’s guide dog Sebert.

The account of the event begins as follows:

BVA extends kudos to members from the Richmond Chapter of the Mid-Atlantic Regional Group and a strongly supportive cast from VA as they commemorated Blinded Veterans Day on March 28 at the Richmond, Virginia VA Medical Center.

“It was a very successful and fun-filled day,” said Richmond Chapter member Vaneada S. Harvey, Ph.D., known also as Dr. Vee. “Our chapter president, Stevie Bradley, welcomed us and expressed excitement about the event being what he called a purpose-driven occasion.”

Stevie’s excitement had genuine merit as the well-organized and well-planned occasion was a collaborative effort of Richmond Chapter members and the Medical Center’s Visual Impairment Services Team (VIST), Recreational Therapy Department, and Center for Development and Civic Engagement.

According to Dr. Vee, BVA information, T-shirts, and hats were onsite and available for purchase throughout the event, and several BVA applications were provided to prospective members. VIST Coordinator Sherri Geiger was pleased by the way the event exemplified resilience and determination of blinded veterans while Optometrist Dr. Michael Peterson enjoyed what seemed to be a higher morale than usual of his blinded and low vision patients on this special day.

“We had a wonderful time, and it was a great way of bringing attention to the blinded veterans here at the Richmond VA Medical Center,” Sherri later said.  

Chief Recreational Therapist Sharron Hicks kicked it all off with a reading of House Resolution 80 from the 111th Congress, issued in March 2010 and signed by President Barack Obama just two weeks later on April 7—now 13 years ago to the day. Besides acknowledging BVA’s humble beginnings and storied history, the resolution calls on all Americans to remember blinded veterans on March 28 in future years.

“The highlight of the day was the scavenger hunt,” said Dr. Vee. “In a word, it was awesome.” 

Planned and organized by rehabilitation services team members Greg Chittum and Sara Jennings, the hunt creatively encouraged friendly competition while affording those who participated the opportunity to sharpen their navigation skills. The activity involved teams of 2-3 blind or low vision veterans sent out on a timed journey to see who could follow clues and instructions with the goal of locating street signs at various locations throughout the hospital.

“Our Richmond members can’t say enough about the experience of spending time reconnecting, reaching out to potential new members, and enjoying the spirit of competition together through the scavenger hunt challenge,” said Dr. Vee. “Stevie closed the event by telling us it was a big win!”

Board of Directors Names
New National Chaplain

Kennith Harvey of the Mid-Atlantic Regional Group is BVA’s newly named National Chaplain. The Board of Directors and membership thank outgoing Chaplain Dr. Ron Lester for his outstanding service these past four years. 

Chaplain Harvey is a retired U.S. Army First Sergeant, having served 28 years as a topographic mapping expert. He was medically retired due to a TBI and several other injuries resulting from a tragic accident. He was one of the first soldiers to receive care for TBI trauma at Walter Reed Army Medical Center. His faith and strength allowed him to successfully complete his career at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

Chaplain Harvey was also recently elected as the Post Commander for American Legion Varina Post 233 in Henrico, Virginia. He supports youth and senior groups but spends extra time as a mentor with troubled juveniles. He is also a published author and poet. He remains active in training service dogs, engaging in adaptive sports, and assisting fellow veterans as a certified Whole Health peer specialist.

Chaplain Harvey is a member of the National Association of Professional Christian Ministers. He is also affiliated with the American Association of Christian Counselors. He is married to Dr. Vee Harvey, also an active BVA member.

“We learn new ideas and grow as one,” he said. “My vision and mission are to present relevance to being inclusive and open to all church and religious affiliations of our BVA members.”

Alexandria, Virginia Dentist Offers
Unexpected Generous Support

Dr. Heejo Han, an experienced Alexandria, Virginia dentist with a unique approach to serving his patients, recently opened his own dental practice with his wife, Amelia, after years of working in a corporately owned setting. Dr. Han has offered to partner with BVA as a sponsor of future recreational rehabilitation activities and to donate $5 to the organization for each new patient he receives in the foreseeable future.

Dr. Han and BVA are essentially neighbors! The practice is a 13-minute drive and 3.4 miles from BVA National Headquarters. To access a recent article published in the locally based Zebra Press about Dr. Han’s new practice and long-held philosophy and values, click here. 

Southern Cal Creates Own
Version of March Madness 

Southern California Regional Group president Ken Asam reports that despite a slow and late arrival of spring this year to the lower portion of the Golden State, his fellow veterans were motivated to “spring into action” this month with their own version of March Madness.

First, it was off to the Anaheim Marriott Hotel in their own backyard for the 38th Annual CSUN (California State University, Northridge) Assistive Technology Conference, held this year March 13-17. The conference is internationally recognized as the premier event in the field that brings together technology and persons with disabilities.
 
During his two-day visit at the conference, Ken reviewed more than 100 exhibits of products and services for the disabled, many of which focused on the blind and low vision. Products that most caught his attention were:
· No-jab graphite folding canes that eliminate those “gut shots.”
· All-terrain canes that are designed for navigation on a rough surface.
· Walk signals that make every pedestrian traffic light accessible. An iPhone app will illuminate the phone’s screen with a red or a green to reflect the light’s “Walk” or “Don’t Walk” signal.
· JAWS for kiosks, such as those placed in McDonald’s establishments, creating self-service experiences that can be accessible to all. 
· RealSam Pocket Phones—a single button, voice-controlled device that is ideal for less technologically-savvy individuals.
· Gemini Super Print, which prints Braille and ink text simultaneously on parallel lines on the same page with a single pass through the printer.

Next on the calendar for the regional group was a March 25-26 BVA display in front of the local Stater Bros. Market (Saturday and Sunday) located in Santa Clarita. The venue was selected because Santa Clarita has the highest percentage of veterans of any city in California. The objectives of the exhibit were three-fold:
· Increase community awareness of BVA.
· Recruit new members of the Association.
· Raise funds for the Southern California Regional Group.

“We made use of the Bronze Braille American Flag to gain the attention of many, including that of a 6-year-old boy who donated $2 after learning about the flag,” Ken said. “It wasn’t our largest donation, but we considered it our best one.”

Ken also recounts conversing with a woman who donated to BVA last November when the group had set up a similar exhibit. “She told me we’d given her the information about where to purchase a Braille flag and that she had purchased two, one of which went to her visually impaired father who was overjoyed to receive it.”

On March 28, the regional group put up the display at the Santa Clarita Valley Senior Center in commemoration of National Blinded Veterans Day. The center, which serves hundreds of older veterans, is ranked one of the best senior centers in the country. 

On March 29, interested regional group members attended a luncheon commemorating National Vietnam War Veterans Day.


Veterans Service Program Update
by Duayne Driscoll

Duayne’s Update includes his thumbnail photo used and described in previous issues of The Bulletin. The image reveals Duayne wearing the customary dark, long-sleeved shirt with the BVA name and logo above the left pocket. The coarse brick background is visible immediately behind him. His pose in the photo is a totally serious one. The text of the write-up reads as follows: 

Greetings from the Veterans Service Program! Marlene and I have been speaking with many of you over the telephone and we cannot wait to meet you in person at the BVA 78th National Convention this August. 

We will have a service office set up all week to provide status of claims and appeals for those we represent. We will also have benefits counseling for all. If you wish for a review of your claim, we must be designated as your accredited representative beforehand. To request representation from BVA, please visit https://bva.org/programs/veteran-service/ and scroll toward the bottom to find the intake form. Once submitted, we will contact you and proceed from there. It is a very easy process, and we even have software that allows you to sign with your finger on any touch-screen device or smartphone.

One of the things we may want to talk about are possible claims under the Sergeant First Class Heath Robinson Honoring our Promise to Address Comprehensive Toxics Act of 2022, also known as the Honoring our PACT Act of 2022 but more commonly referred to as simply the PACT Act. Signed by President Biden on August 10, 2022, Public Law 117-168 contains nearly 60 pages broken down into nine distinct titles addressing health care eligibility expansion, exposures screening, research, resources, records, and workforce improvement. 

For claiming VA disability compensation benefits, we are interested mostly in the addition of more than 20 new “presumptive” conditions related to toxic exposures in service as well as new places where VA concedes that exposure occurred. The term “presumptive” means VA presumes the condition is related to service if it is on the list. 

Once exposure is conceded, the claimant needs only to present a diagnosis of a disability to constitute a successful claim. Service connection may be allowed for many respiratory disorders for Gulf War and Post-9/11 veterans. Examples of these disorders are asthma, bronchitis, sinusitis, COPD, and more. There are also several cancers presumed to be related to such exposures, including brain cancer, kidney cancer, respiratory cancer, and even melanoma.

The PACT Act also provides new Agent Orange presumptives and places of exposure for Vietnam Veterans: hypertension and monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined significance (MGUS). Further, VA will now concede exposures at any US or Royal Thai military base in Thailand, or with service in Laos, parts of Cambodia, Guam, American Samoa, and Johnston Atoll during the requisite time.

VA has been processing PACT Act compensation claims since January, but they started rolling in soon after the law was passed last year. One thing to be aware of: Any PACT Act claim received by August 9, 2023, if granted, will receive an effective date of August 10, 2022! 

Many other presumptives exist. If you believe you have a disease related to in-service environmental exposures and it does not appear on the list of presumptives, the bar is set a little higher and the claim will require a good medical nexus opinion linking the condition to the exposure. Please consult your Service Officer for more information and assistance.


Ways to Give
by Meredith Buono-DaGrossa

Meredith’s column comes with the usual thumbnail, head-and-shoulders photo at the top of the article. The image shows her light-colored hair, large earrings, and a broad smile. Meredith is wearing the same BVA button-down shirt with the same background seen in other staff photos that are identified with regular Bulletin columns. There is no accompanying caption. The article begins:

The modern concept of “Development” is about creating a solid foundation of support for a nonprofit organization for years to come. It is the process of developing relationships with donors for long-term benefit.

Applying these principles to BVA, every gift matters and not only provides an opportunity to create a meaningful relationship with our donors, but also supports the committed, ongoing services we provide to our blind and low vision veterans.

BVA’s Development Team is currently working on communicating donation options to current and prospective donors. We will be launching a new and improved “Ways To Give” section on BVA.org. Be sure to visit our site in June to learn more or email me at mbuonodagrossa@bva.org. For the moment, here is a preview of options from which an individual can choose to support BVA’s mission and work both now and in the future.

Become a BVA Visionary
BVA Visionaries are a special team of loyal and dedicated supporters who make recurring monthly donations. Choose a monthly amount to help the organization carry out its mission in support of America’s blinded and low vision military veterans.

Make a One-Time Donation
Your generosity will help further our service as ambassadors and mentors for all veterans and their families who, each day, are confronting the challenges of sight loss.

Memorial and Tribute Gifts
Honor a loved one’s legacy by making a gift in their memory. You will support our nation’s blind and low vision veterans, giving them hope for a brighter future while simultaneously remembering someone near and dear.

Planned Giving
Plan a gift to make a long-term impact on the life of a blind or low vision veteran. BVA offers our supporters a variety of ways to consider planning their gifts. By choosing the right gift, you can benefit BVA and fulfill your own long-term financial goals. Planned gifts include bequests, charitable remainder trusts, revocable living trusts, and assets to give.

Corporate Giving
Corporate Sponsorships provide an excellent way to contribute, become involved, and show your workforce, customers, and community that you care about our nation’s heroes. Point-of- sale campaigns, matching gifts, and employee giving are great ways for your company to make an impact.

Social Media Fundraising
Facebook makes it easy to set up fundraising events in honor of your birthday, a memorial gift, or just because you want to help. Visit https://www.facebook.com/fundraisers/ to set up a fundraiser for BVA in just a couple of steps.

Donate Your Car
BVA is a listed non-profit with CAREASY.org, a 501(c)3 organization that makes it simple for you to donate your car to your favorite nonprofit organization. To donate your car, visit CAREASY.org or call 855-500-RIDE (7433) and choose the Blinded Veterans Association as the recipient of the donation.

RoundUp
This mobile app allows donors to connect their debit or credit card(s) and round up their purchases to the nearest dollar, donating to the nonprofit of their choice. It is easy to set up and control the amount you are donating each month. Sign up by going to RoundUpApp.com and selecting the Blinded Veterans Association as the recipient of your donations.

Venmo
Make your tax-deductible donation to BVA via your Venmo account by sending money to @blindedveterans.


Chaplain’s Corner
by Dr. Ron Lester and Kennith Harvey

Two thumbnail photos without captions accompany this issue’s Chaplain’s Corner. 

The consistently used head and shoulders, smiling photo of Chaplain Lester is located above the section he composed. The lapel of his plaid sport coat, appearing gray in the black and white photo, is visible over a darker-colored dress shirt.

The photo of Chaplain Harvey is located at the beginning of the section he wrote. It is a head-and-shoulders capture of a serious pose. Other features of the photo include his dress in formal business or church attire consisting of a white shirt with a dark tie and a dark suitcoat. He is also wearing some type of corrective eyeglasses, not the more typically worn protective dark glasses.

The writings of the two Chaplains, one outgoing and the other incoming, begin as follows: 

A Step Back and a Fond Farewell 
by Dr. Ron Lester

As I look back on the last few years as the National Chaplain, it is hard to believe the things that happened during that time. I believe that if it had not been for God and for the kind words from the book of Proverbs 25:11, “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver,” I wouldn’t have made it this far!

As I step down from this responsibility and move on to what is next, I find myself looking for those welcome and needed words of encouragement. I turned 78 years old in May, which of course means that BVA was founded the same year I was born, if you can believe that one. 

Our founders and early pioneers stepped up to the plate to do what they had to do. The recorded history we have in our old Bulletins of those veterans and their families reveals an energy and a drive to be independently productive and prosperous in their lives. Although we do not know the intricacies of their conversations and interactions, we do know that the BVA leadership, with the guidance of Chaplain Father Thomas Carroll emphasized the importance of dignity and the pursuit of lofty goals with honor and class.

In 1991, I interviewed a World War II veteran who was totally blind and worked as a VA Service Officer. As we talked, I learned that, in the beginning, he stayed home while the wife was at work. He stayed home and raised their four children and changed many diapers. He told me that at times a couple of those babies born not too far apart would have such an explosion that they both had to get into the bathtub at the same time to clean up! The story was so funny that we laughed until it hurt.

Our talk encouraged me so much that it was like gathering apples of gold—it sustained me!
	As we look at this year, we can look at the beautiful golden arches and memories of which we are all blessed to be a part. We can look back in joy so that we can speak kind words to each other and build each other up while giving God thanks! 

An unfortunate incident producing a story from minister and best-selling author Randy Alcorn was originally reported on April 17, 2012, by Reuters. The story demonstrates that God has seen us at our worst and still loves us. I leave it with you as a blessing, along with Isaiah 66:13, “As one whom his mother comforteth, so will I comfort you.” God bless you all and finish well in all you do. 

The Crystal Ball

What is your most embarrassing moment? In 2012, the visiting father of a University of Alabama football player bumped into a table and shattered the $30,000 Waterford crystal American Football Coaches Association trophy. No one knows who was most mortified, the man who did it or his son, the Crimson Tide player. Out of mercy, their names were never revealed, but it was reportedly a very embarrassing fumble.

God knows every time we bobble the ball, lose yardage, or get sacked. He doesn’t need any replays. He sees every step, knows every slip, and experiences with us every victory or defeat. Yet He still loves us. We can be fully transparent with Him because there is nothing we can hide. He comforts us like a loving mother. Leave your mistakes with the Master and toss your trophies at His feet. Learning to do that is a game changer.

God has seen us at our worst and still loves us. God bless you all and finish well in all you do.

A Self-Introduction and
“Outreach with Inclusion”

Our Father’s blessing to all national, regional, and chapter chaplains and to BVA members seeking spiritual guidance and service through inclusiveness within our organization! No religious beliefs are ignored!

As your newly appointed National Chaplain and Spiritual Outreach Committee Chair, I believe it fitting to share what is possible in life by providing an introduction.

Dr. Vaneada Harvey, my lovely wife; mother Evelyn Harvey-Johnson; father Julius Harvey, Jr; five siblings; daughters Cherie Harvey-Musa and Kendra Harvey; eight grandchildren and four godchildren—they are the reasons I experienced 28 years of extraordinary military service until my retirement, required due to several injuries, including a Traumatic Brain Injury.

My challenges as a disabled veteran including living with the pain that accompanies them while attempting to exhibit a pleasing spirit, and to demonstrate that our spiritual Father who gave us all breath has given us the gift to do more for others. He reminds us in time of discord to lead through prayer, to reset our azimuth, and to follow his footprints in the sand!

My compass now directs me to serve the Blinded Veterans Association with the opportunity having become possible by this organizational family. The journey to this point has consisted of a culmination of experiences with good versus evil that has shaped me for this appointment. As suggested throughout the Bible, we should be a reflection of our elders, at the same time upholding family values. All that I am and yet to become starts with our family values.

Our spiritual leader, The Father, has led me on this awesome journey! It is important to serve the BVA National President, Vice President, and other members of the Board of Directors with gratitude for appointing me to these responsibilities.

I have had a close connection with The Father as a child rooted in the church, through studies with the National Association of Christian Ministers, Liberty University, and many continuing education programs that support spiritual growth.

Life is a “box of chocolates” although storms brew around us and over me as I write this introduction. It is your strength and mine to never give up and continue to live! Brokenness is God’s way of telling us all to slow down before we fall down. It is one of many tools through which He whispers to us as a means of embracing our needs.

Although my calling has everything to do with my experience in Walk With Thee Baptist Ministries, also referred to as a Church Without Walls, it is my vision and mission to be inclusive and make BVA open to all religions.

As the National Chaplain and Spiritual Outreach Committee Chair, I understand the words “Spiritual Outreach” to mean community, growth, and inclusiveness. No one is left behind—no matter their religion, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. Outreach means opening our mind, body, and soul.

How do we learn about other religions without inclusion and how do we bring about inclusion? Answer: Spiritual Outreach and open doors, allowing those with different walks to ….. walk in!

We learn innovative ideas and grow as one. As it was meant in the beginning, our oasis is Heaven, a realm some earnestly seek while others only entertain the thought and the wealth of his knowledge!

To all BVA staff, leaders, and members: We are representatives of and recruiters for the Blinded Veterans Association with plenty of room to grow! As your National Chaplain, I believe that spiritual leadership is my responsibility—to define our Father’s purpose and how that purpose intertwines with BVA’s vision for the future.

Our Father forgives us no matter what we do! Pray! Our Way Forward with Our Father!


Coping with Loneliness
by Paschal Baute

“In the twilight of our lives,
we will be measured by love.”
--John of the Cross

Americans across generations are spending more time alone. In 2021, more reported experiencing “serious loneliness.” This is not an isolated behavior.

“Close personal relationships are the ‘one crucial factor’ that stands out for the consistency and power of its ties to physical health, mental health, and longevity,” a recent Wall Street Journal article reported.
 
Blinded, disabled, and aging veterans with their caregivers have a regular challenge in coping with loneliness as friends and family members pass away. COVID-19 has isolated us even more. 

I will use my 93 years, 54 years of marriage, and about 50,000 hours of listening to make suggestions for our veteran community, caregivers, and families of veterans with sight loss.

One caution, please: I used to tell all my clients in therapy to not accept anything I say on face value or because it comes from this supposedly wise Dr. Baute. This would be wrong both for you and for me. Everyone must find their own way, their own True North. Therefore, I told them all that they must consult their pillow twice, and two days before using any idea of mine. That was so it was no longer my idea but theirs. They acted because they decided that the idea suited them and not just me. I state the same here. My ideas may not be yours, but—

1. 1. Be thoughtful and generous to family, caregivers, and the family network and friends. Research shows that the phrase “thank you” is the magic word and sustains happy relationships. Show every day that you care for some person. When you love someone, you never stop caring or being considerate. We live in a world where this phrase and even acknowledgement of emails are widely neglected, yet today we have many ways to stay connected that we did not have a generation ago.

2. 2. Loneliness is a choice. We make many choices every day. When those choices do not include some form of connecting with others, we are choosing social isolation. It is no one else’s job to care for our social health. When we prefer cellphone games, television viewing, reading or any other hobby to the exclusion of connecting with others, we are then choosing loneliness.

3. 3. We can begin to realize that we create our own world, the reality we live within, by our choices, positive or negative. I have a friend who constantly uses the negative and he finds it every day. We can ask ourselves what our habitual mood is. People who are anxious, or sad, or angry will find reasons to be such, which will justify their feelings. We find what we are looking for and justification for whatever our mood is. So, to recognize this is the first necessary step to avoid being our own worst enemy. An important question is: How much free rent do I want to give to bad stuff?

4. 4. We have much research today on happiness, well-being, and longevity. There is ample research that shows us that the single most important key to long-range happiness is social relationships. If we want to avoid loneliness, we must make an investment in our social relationships—connecting by using however many of the traditional or more modern electronic means we have today at our disposal.

5. 5. We naturally use our reactive brand, finding fault and blame that easily focuses on the negative. We may have neglected social skills because of gaming habits that came out of the separation required by COVID. We easily excuse ourselves from reaching out. In our current situation, we must rid ourselves of mistrust and fear, which is the white noise in our background. We must risk connecting.

6. 6. We may still retain a mistrust in organized religion. However, many churches today have social programs, classes, services, or other events that are interactive and even fun. These can help us think more reflectively about ourselves.

7. 7. Have a regular schedule for your self-care activities: Sleep well, eat right, and drink enough water. Self-care as we get older needs to be a regular preoccupation as we will quickly neglect some aspect of our well-being if we are not paying close attention.

8. 8. Some regular cardiovascular exercise, even that of walking, is necessary for your heart, your immune system, your brain, and your digestive system. Keep moving.

9. 9. It is important for longevity and positivity to have a purpose in life, something which can get us out of bed on the right side—some hobby, some unfinished project, or some other way to contribute to your community or to others.

And, last:
10. 10. Undertaking some reflection about our reactive brain can work in our favor in calming us from our worries and our regrets. Developing a more thoughtful, reflective, and prayerful self, in the face of mistrust, fear, and insanity, is also vital to our mental health and longevity. For myself, I also find a religious teaching, one about both grace and love being free and unbounded, to be a guide to my own True North. 

Three themes have emerged from these extraneous ideas: Remain active mentally and physically. Take responsibility for your social life and be willing to nurture several relationships. Become reflective about the chatter you allow between your ears. 

Grace and grit find hope around every corner.


Of Note

Hines to Celebrate
75-Year Anniversary

BVA members and their families are invited to attend in person the 75th anniversary commemoration of the Central Blind Rehabilitation Center at the Edward Hines, Jr. VA Hospital, Building 113. The event, scheduled for Thursday, July 20, 11:00am-2:00pm, will feature an open house, tours, distinguished guests, and light refreshments.

The opening of the Hines facility on July 4, 1948, was as much a milestone in BVA’s early history as it was for VA. The organization’s founders and leaders, supported by National Chaplain and Rehabilitation Professional Father Thomas Carroll, pushed for quick approval and construction of the center, which continues to serve hundreds of veterans annually with a broad range of rehabilitation, education, and research/technology programs.

Parties interested in attending the celebration should RSVP no later than July 13, 2023, to HinesPublicAffairs@va.gov.

VA Observes NCA’s 
50th Birthday

VA’s National Cemetery Administration (NCA) manages 155 national cemeteries in 42 states. Memorial Day ceremonies will be conducted this year in more than 130 of them. NCA also provides headstones, markers, medallions, and Presidential Memorial Certificates for qualified veterans.

While not officially designated as NCA until 1998, its administrative birthday is 1973 when Congress passed the National Cemeteries Act creating an agency within the then Veterans Administration to oversee the national cemetery system dating back to the American Civil War. Some BVA members may be unaware of the burial benefits for which they are eligible. For information about the criteria for burial in a national cemetery, visit va.gov/burials-memorials/eligibility/.



Get Care Now with VA Health Chat

VA’s Office of Connected Care has announced a new mobile app that allows veterans, wherever they are, to exchange text messages with a VA health care team. The platform is a user-friendly one in which veterans can receive virtual health care from caring staff.

Functions include medical advice regarding minor illnesses or injuries such as congestion, rashes, or stomach aches. Also possible are the scheduling of appointments, questions about prescriptions or refilling them, and deliberations about whether the veteran should be seen in person.

Veterans can chat with a VA Health Care professional Monday through Friday, from 8:00am until 4:00pm in most locations. Some locations are available 24/7. For a secure experience, it is necessary to log in with VA-supported credentials using the My HealtheVet Premium, the DS login, or the ID.me account. 

To use the new service, download the VA Health Chat app from the VA Mobile app store, the Apple App Store, or the Google Play store. For additional details about the app and a list of locations offering health chats nationwide, visit https://mobile.va.gov/app/va-health-chat.

Looking Again at Presumptive Toxic Exposure Eligibility

Under the PACT Act, VA has expanded the list of health conditions that are now believed to be caused by exposure to hazardous substances. A new update helps generations of veterans, and their survivors, receive the care and benefits they have earned and deserve. Veterans with a presumptive condition do not need to prove that their service caused the condition. They need only to meet the service requirements for the presumption. For more information about eligibility for such benefits, visit https://news.va.gov/116593/accessing-toxic-exposure-health-care-benefits/. 

VA Mobile App Adds Feature

The VA Health and Benefits Mobile Application added last month a Prescription Refill feature allowing veterans to conveniently view, refill, and check the status of their VA-dispensed prescriptions from their mobile devices. As is the case with each new feature, existing users must download the latest version of the app to gain access to the Prescription Refill function. If veterans do not see the prescriptions feature in the Health Care tab after they download the latest version, they should completely quit the app and open it again.

Adding Rx Refill makes the VA Health and Benefits mobile app more useful and multi-functional for the more than a million veterans who have downloaded and are using the mobile app, or who will do so in the future. The Health and Benefits mobile app is VA’s official, all-in-one, on-the-go, easy-to-use, accessible, on-demand app enabling veterans to manage both their VA health care and their benefits services from their fingertips.

For more information about the mobile app, or to simply download it, go to
https://mobile.va.gov/app/va-health-and-benefits.



Obtain an ID Card,
Use it for Various Perks

A Veteran ID Card can result in free event tickets and discounts from retailers, restaurants, hotels, recreational activities, and dozens of other perks, including entrance into national parks. 

On Veterans Day last November, the National Park Service unveiled an unprecedented lifetime pass providing free entrance to national parks for veterans and their families. The pass encompasses more than 2,000 federal recreation sites spread out across more than 400 million acres of public lands, which also include wildlife refuges and forests. The pass is also available to Gold Star Families. For additional details about this benefit and how to obtain the ID card, visit https://news.va.gov. There is a search function in which users should type in the key words “National Parks” to learn more about the lifetime pass and “Veteran ID Card” for more information about the card. 

VA Radio PSAs Offer Wealth of 
Useful Information, Resources

VA has both published and produced a series of 25 public service announcements designed for radio that highlight programs, benefits, and services for veterans and their families. The goal is to educate the public as well as the veteran population about these important resources.

Although VA’s outreach is targeted primarily to station managers who may wish to air the announcements, the PSAs are also available for download to anyone as both mp3s and transcripts. Most of the PSAs currently link to additional information on a VA webpage. Examples of the types of topics available are the PACT Act, VA Careers for Veterans, AARP and Veterans, Veterans Canteen Service, No-Cost Flu Shots, New VA Crisis Line Number, Tax Benefits for Veterans, Preventing Scammers, and much more.

To access a list of PSA topics and the links to the mp3 files and transcripts themselves, visit https://news.va.gov.oureach/radio.

Reimbursements for VA Travel

BVA members and other veterans with vision loss may not be aware that VA travel reimbursements pay back eligible veterans and caregivers for mileage and other travel expenses to and from approved health care appointments. 

On September 30, 2016, President Barack Obama signed legislation for which BVA had advocated for years that gave the statutory authority to provide travel benefits to catastrophically disabled, nonservice-connected blind and visually impaired veterans seeking rehabilitation services at VA facilities. Additional information about eligibility and the process of creating and getting help with a claim for travel reimbursements of all varieties is available through a search at myhealth.va.gov.  





VA Updates 1959 Mission Statement, 
Recognizes Sacred Commitment to All

VA announced in mid-March an updated version of its 1959 mission statement that is now inclusive of all who have served in the nation’s military. The new mission statement is: “To fulfill President Lincoln’s promise to care for those who have served in our nation’s military and for their families, caregivers, and survivors.” 

The statement also acknowledges the importance of women veterans, who now number more than 600,000 and constitute the fastest growing cohort of veterans. It also recognizes the millions of veterans who did not serve in combat.

Community Coalitions and VA 
Work Together to End Suicide

VA announced on May 18 its partnership with more than a thousand local community coalitions engaged in ending veteran suicide. The coalitions, established through VA’s Public Health Model for Suicide Prevention, now reach more than 7.5 million veterans nationwide.

By combining community coalitions with clinical intervention strategies as outlined in VA’s National Strategy for Preventing Veteran Suicide, these coalitions help reduce the risk of suicide by providing veterans with tailored resources and direct support in the communities where they work and live.
 
“One suicide will always be one too many, and it will take all of us, working together, to end Veteran suicide,” said VA Secretary Denis McDonough. “We are working with these coalitions to support Veterans at risk of suicide all across America, combining VA’s clinical expertise with on-the-ground community interventions to save lives.”

Bulletin Format Preferences Requested

BVA currently produces The Bulletin in five formats: 1) print version, 2) professionally narrated audio version available online at https://bva.org/the-bulletin, 3) narrated email version (Word document) also available online, 4) PDF email version also available online, an exact replica of the print version appearing on the screen just as it appears on paper, and 5) condensed version on a Compact Disk.

If you are not receiving the version or versions you wish to receive, please send an email to info@bva.org or dial 202-371-8882. Except for those receiving a CD recording, BVA members wishing to receive multiple versions may do so.  






Letters to the Editor

Kudos to Liberty Bell,
National Park Service

A photo was sent with the following letter. Shown in the image is a couple standing in front of a large object shaped in the form of a bell. The two are standing far enough apart that most of the entire object is visible. There are walls on both sides of them and a distant window behind reveals a flower garden and additional buildings in the area, at least a couple of which are very tall.

The letter begins: 

Recently, my wife, Marelle, and I were traveling and visited Philadelphia (the one in Pennsylvania, not the small town in Mississippi). It is a great place to visit with amazing history. 

While doing all the touristy things, we visited the hall where the Liberty Bell is located. This site is part of the National Park Service. Experiencing the Liberty Bell has been number one on my wish list for some time. 

As it is in many other places these days, we had to go through security. Once I was cleared for entry and extended my white cane, one of the rangers approached me and offered me the exhibit information in Braille. I politely declined and responded that my wife would read it all to me, and that doing it that way would be faster. However, this offer still impressed me greatly because it was the first National Park site at which I had been offered anything in Braille.   

We looked at some of the introductory information and, as we walked toward the Bell, another ranger came up and asked: “Would you like to touch the Bell?” She told us that they have a program that offers the visually impaired a chance to “see” the Bell with their fingers.

“Of course, I would like to touch the Bell,” I replied. I’m sure my face lit up as I said that.  

The lady then gave me a pair of white gloves to wear and led me through the crowd to another ranger next to the ropes, who led me to the Bell and guided my hand to the giant crack and explained how they had tried to patch it by first drilling small holes at the end of the splintering cracks. She then explained the large straps across the crack of the Bell. 

The same ranger then guided my hand to the top of the Bell and showed me the inscription that comes from Leviticus in the Old Testament: “Proclaim Liberty To All the Land and To All the Inhabitants thereof.” She showed me the large rods that held up the Bell and explained the history of various other nicks and bumps. She then asked if we would like to have a picture taken in front of the Bell. Before I could answer, Marelle was next to me, posing for our picture. This was truly a unique and awe-inspiring experience that will be long remembered by me but also by all the jealous sighted people who were standing on the other side of the ropes!

It is unfortunate that more of the National Park historical sites do not offer their information in Braille and, when possible, allow us to see different artifacts through touch. Sure, those of us with some sight have goggles and glasses to help bring items in to view so that we can get a better idea of what is in front of us, but there is nothing quite like touching those items!

							Gary Schoelerman
							Breaux Bridge, Louisiana
							Louisiana/Mississippi Regional Group

Father Carroll Biography Proves
Great Read for BVA Members

I just finished reading Caution, Blind Priest Driving: The Story of Father Thomas J. Carroll, Changing the Public’s Perception of Blindness, by Rachel Rosenbaum. The book is available on Braille and Audio Reading Download (BARD) from the National Library Service Talking Books Program. 

I never met Father Carroll personally. He passed away six years before I became involved with BVA as a Board member and then an employee for 26 years. However, having learned of his tremendous influence as a pioneer scholar and practitioner in the field of blind rehabilitation after World War II, not to mention his importance in BVA’s history as our first National Chaplain for 25 years, I found the book to be a fascinating account of an amazing life and definitely worth reading by any BVA member interested in how VA blind rehabilitation programs and our own organization became what they are today. The book does, in fact, contain an entire chapter on BVA.

The book’s back cover contains a 2016 quote by Dr. Richard M. Jackson, Associate Professor and Senior Research Scientist at Boston College’s Lynch School of Education and Human Development: “Father Carroll is to Blindness what Freud is to Psychiatry.” Based on my knowledge of Father Carroll and his wealth of insight and knowledge, I wholeheartedly agree with the statement. His own book Blindness: What it Is, What it Does, and How to Live with It, was revolutionary by itself.

The author of the biography, Rachel Rosenbaum, not only knew Father Carroll personally but had access to some 15 file cabinets filled with journals, writings, and official documents and records pertaining to his leadership. This was possible by virtue of her position as Executive Director (Father Carroll’s successor) for 33 years at the Carroll Center for the Blind, named in his honor after his sudden passing in 1971. The original organization, founded and named by Father Carroll himself, was previously known as the Catholic Guild for All the Blind. Even with all the resources at her disposal to write the book, including her personal experiences, she still spent the better part of ten years in careful research to put it all together.

One of the things I had not been aware of previously, but that I learned from the biography, was that Father Carroll’s emphasis on professionalism in the field of blind rehabilitation resulted in the establishment and development of training programs, specifically in orientation and mobility, at the university level. His work in this area has had a major impact on the quality of VA services for blinded veterans.

The humorous title of the book, ironically, hits close to home. It is taken from a joke played on Father Carroll by some blinded veterans at Avon Old Farms sometime during the 1944-46 timeframe. Knowing that he would be traveling to and from Boston weekly, the veterans arranged to have the warning “Caution, Blind Priest Driving” attached to the rear bumper of his car.

							Thomas H. Miller
							Mid-Atlantic Regional Group
							Former National President, 1983-84
							Former BVA Employee, 1986-2012


In Remembrance

Accompanying this section of The Bulletin is a photo, taken on a sunny day, of dozens of rows of cemetery headstones. Next to every single marked grave is a standing, upright U.S. Flag. The grass surrounding the graves is a solid green color, reflective of a warm weather season. The lengthy caption states: 

Alexandria National Cemetery, pictured here, can be clearly viewed from windows on the south side of the building that currently houses BVA National Headquarters in the Old Town sector of the city. The entrance to the cemetery is also just blocks away. Administered by VA, it is one of the original national cemeteries established in 1862 and served as the burial grounds for mostly Union soldiers who died in the numerous hospitals around the Alexandria area during the Civil War. By 1864, it was filled to near capacity and led to the development of Arlington National Cemetery seven miles up the road. Although long out of available space for burials, the Alexandria cemetery can still accommodate the cremated remains of eligible veterans.

The text of In Remembrance begins as follows:

The Blinded Veterans Association deeply regrets the passing of the following veterans.

From the Arkansas Regional Group:
James Allen

Cape Cod and the Islands Regional Group:
Ann Gillis
Edward Hudson

Carolina Regional Group:
Josef Weiss

Florida Group:
David Carr
Charles Deckert
Christian March
Paul Shannon

Gem State Group:
Kenneth Jones
Mary Sampica

From the Heartland Group:
Daniel Bradley
Michael Glynn
Jerald Jonas

Louisiana/Mississippi Group:
Tolley East
John Wallace
Adolf Wesselhoeft

Mid-Atlantic Regional Group:
John Braggs
Bernard Dowell
Donald Hammond
Freddie Nash

New York Group:
Paul Gotham
Robert Simon

BVA of Pennsylania:
Stewart Hughes
James Maddox
Harry Nenninger
David Sanchez

South Texas Regional Group:
Robert Bottenberg

From the Utah Regional Group:
Thomas Louisiana

From the Washington Regional Group:
Roland Blais
Rufus Reed
Delbert Restau
Dale Stol
Sara Stoney

And, as an At-Large BVA Member from Maine  
with no Regional Group Affiliation:
William Kurtz

Final Thought

As with nearly every Bulletin issue, an accompanying photo adds additional perspective to the Final Thought for Spring 2023. The photo reveals 12 smiling ladies standing together and staggered unevenly in two horizontal rows. The wall behind them is light brown in one section and light blue moving to the right. Several of the ladies have white canes. Most have lanyards with name badges around their necks. The four ladies standing “front and center” are together holding up a large banner in color that contains the BVA logo, the emblem, the name Women Veterans Group, logos of five of the six branches of service, and the website u-r-l. The Final Thought is this: 

The mission of the BVA Women Veterans Group (WVG) is to serve and support women members of the Association through awareness and advocacy efforts that positively affect their health and welfare.

Pictured here at last year’s 77th National Convention, the WVG holds a monthly virtual meeting with frequent guest speakers and interactive tasks. The more extensive undertakings of the group include hiking a portion of the Appalachian Trail and a virtual retreat in 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Women veterans attending the 78th National Convention can anticipate a late afternoon in-person meeting on August 16 at the Marriott St. Louis Grand. Look for details in the convention program booklet!


And that concludes the descriptive Microsoft Word version of the Spring 2023 BVA Bulletin.
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