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Business Session 

 

Speakers, Awards and Donations Highlight Business Session 

 

Kelly McKeague, principal deputy director of the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency (DPAA), 

provided an overview of efforts to account for 80,754 missing Americans, of which 38,000 of those can 

be recovered. That breaks down to 71,698 from WWII; 7,359 from the Korean War; 1,565 from the 

Vietnam War; 126 from the Cold War and six from Iraq and other areas. “This is a sacred mission,” 

McKeague said. “Gold Star families deserve to have them home and that is why it’s a moral imperative.” 

McKeague noted that DPAA is working in 54 countries worldwide. Illustrating the importance of the 

DPAA work, McKeague told the story of Army Capt. Willibald Bianchi from New Ulm, Minn. Serving 

with the 45th Inf. Regt., commanding Philippines Scouts during WWII, Bianchi was awarded the Medal of 

Honor for gallantry despite four bullet wounds. He was later buried as an unknown at the national 

cemetery in Honolulu. DPAA disinterred and identified Bianchi last year. He was buried on May 2 next 

to his parents and four sisters. “Will Bianchi is home because of you,” McKeague said while thanking 

VFW. “Your comrades in arms who have not come home, deserve to come home.” 

 

A member of the American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC), Medal of Honor recipient and 

retired Army Capt. Flo Groberg opened his comments by telling the story of returning home from his first 

tour in Afghanistan in 2010. His Vietnam veteran father picked him up from the airport and drove him 

straight to the VFW for “his beer, his shot and his membership card.” Groberg introduced attendees to a 

new way to preserve the legacy of those who served through panoramic online tours of the more than 30 

ABMC memorials around the world. “ABMC’s mission is to make sure we never forget,” Groberg said. 

“It’s to make sure we have an organization that every single day is 100% dedicated to servicemembers.” 

Groberg earned the MOH in Afghanistan in 2012 when he thwarted the actions of a suicide bomber. He 

was awarded the MOH on Nov. 12, 2015. 

 

VFW’s Partners 

 

As newly appointed President and CEO of the Student Veterans of America (SVA), Cory Boatwright 

spoke on behalf of SVA’s continued commitment to strengthening its mission to empower student 

veterans to achieve their greatest potential through education, leadership and opportunity. Boatwright 

spoke about SVA’s continued partnership with VFW, whose longtime relationship through the VFW-

SVA Legislative Fellowship program has helped shape strong advocates on Capitol Hill. “When I left the 

military, I felt alone and without community,” Boatwright said. “Eventually I found my way to SVA, and 

what I’ve learned is that community and belonging are critical not just to education and success, but to 

life in general. Therefore, on Sept. 1, we are launching a platform for VFW Posts to connect with student 

veterans in your communities, and if you take them under your wing, I promise you will help enrich their 

lives as much as mine was when I first met fellow veterans through the SVA program.” 

-More- 



  

Dr. Jerred Johnson, interim executive director of the VFW National Home in Eaton Rapids, Mich., 

shared a video about a resident who lives in the Georgia House on the National Home campus. Johnson 

played a video featuring Colin Miller, an Army National Guard member and National Home resident. 

Faced issues when he returned home after deployment, Miller found stability at the Home.  

 

Johnson then introduced this year's Buddy Poppy Child, Noelani, a 12-year-old VFW National Home 

resident. She and her brother, Deegan, are eligible for residency through their grandfather, a 20-year 

Army veteran. Noelani is a member of the Home’s 4-H club, takes sewing and piano lessons and plays the 

clarinet. “Living here is not only fun but helps us learn life lessons as we grow up,” she said.  

 

Military Order of the Cootie Supreme Commander Tracy Woodman provided an overview of the 

organization’s year. Woodman paid tribute to Eric Bell, who was elected supreme commander last year 

but died in January. Cooties performed $9 million in hospital work this year, which was 434% of their 

hospital work goal. Furthermore, Woodman said Cooties donated $12,934 for the VFW National Home’s 

beehive and regenerative farming programs. Woodman noted that Bell was working to improve his health 

before he passed away. “I will leave you with three challenges,” Woodman concluded. “Take care of 

yourself, take care of your family and say the name of someone you have lost.”  

 

Award Recipients and Additional Speakers 

Colin Anderson, director of the Veterans Service Department in New York, received the John A. 

Biedrzycki Accredited Service Representative of the Year Award. A Bronze Legacy life member of VFW 

Post 53 in Jamestown, N.Y., Anderson led the recent expansion of the New York Veterans Service 

Officer program to include 12 full-time service officers. “You are only as good as your team,” he said 

while naming his individual team members. They exemplify that no one does more for veterans.”  

 

Todd Jacobus received the Commander-in-Chief Gold Medal of Merit for his advocacy and efforts to 

promote and empower veterans as commandant of the Iowa Department of Veterans Affairs. A Gold 

Legacy life member of VFW Post 9127 in Des Moines, Jacobus helped plan and schedule meetings with 

key leaders at the Kosovo embassy to assist VFW’s National Legislative Service in assessing the climate 

and challenges faced by deployed service members. Jacobus praised fellow Iowan Carol Whitmore’s 

efforts as VFW’s Commander-in-Chief, as well as her historic reign as the first woman to hold the 

organization’s highest elected position. “What an accomplishment for Carol,” said Jacobus, a retired 

Army colonel who deployed during Operation Iraqi Freedom: “I would also like to extend my 

recognition to our VFW Department of Iowa Commander Robert Quinn, who served with me in Iraq. We 

lost five soldiers during that deployment, and I would be remiss if I did not mention their names.” 

 

A longtime friend of VFW, Grover Gaming CEO Brian Brown spoke on behalf of his company, whose 

business has helped VFW Posts and their communities raise funds for their charitable causes. Brown then 

presented VFW with a $100,000 check. “This check, although it represents a dollar and value amount, for 

us at Grover it represents so much more,” Brown said. “It represents our gratitude to all the men and 

women who put on the uniform and fight to preserve our freedoms. If we can play just a small role in 

helping you all achieve your goals, that means the world to us.” 

 

VFW National Council of Administration member from Virginia Ken Wiseman received the 

Commander-in-Chief Gold Medal of Merit & Citation “It is beyond humbling to receive this award,” 

Wiseman said. He stressed that the primary mission of leadership is service and to set an example for the  

future. “Leadership is about service over self,” Wiseman said. “It’s about mentoring the next generation. 

-More- 



  

Gold Legacy Life member of VFW Post 8385 in Kingsland, Ga., Patsey Schrieber was awarded the 

Commander-in-Chief Gold Medal of Merit & Citation for making sure that the voices and sacrifices of 

women vets do not go unnoticed. Schrieber took a minute to share her story of joining VFW, noting that 

10 years ago she was planning to take her own life. “God had other plans,” Schrieber said. She went to 

her first VFW meeting and planned to end her life after the meeting. However, the welcome she received 

at her Post changed her life’s trajectory. “Every day, I give back to the VFW because I know what a 

blessing it is to be here,” Schrieber concluded.  

 

Army veteran, Bronze Star Medal with Valor recipient and Purple Heart recipient Ronald Newlander 

was posthumously awarded the VFW Certificate of Recognition, accepted by his wife Jackie Newlander 

and Daughter Michelle Bernard. Newlander, who passed away from bladder cancer associated with 

exposure to Agent Orange on Feb. 27, 2025, was praised by Jackie and Bernard for his actions not only 

on the battlefield, but his service to the community, including his role as a firefighter. “Our family cannot 

express the sincere gratitude, love and respect we have for VFW,” Bernard said. “VFW has been and 

always will be our family. Thank you all for everything you’ve done.” 

 

VFW Commander-in-Chief Carol Whitmore presented VFW Legacy life member Kevin Conklin with 

the Commander-in-Chief Gold Medal of Merit for his unwavering dedication to veterans and for his 

outstanding, longtime leadership at VFW. Conklin, who joined VFW 32 years ago, has served in elected 

and appointed positions at the Post, District and Department levels, culminating with his role as Michigan 

commander in 2021. An avid motorcycle rider, Conklin also serves as the chairman of the National VFW 

Riders Committee, and his efforts paved the way for the inclusion of the Riders in VFW’s National 

Bylaws. “I am humbled by this award,” said Conklin, an All-American commander of VFW Post 6248 in 

Decatur, Mich. “I admit it was a daunting task to try and get all VFW Riders with very different 

personalities to agree on the same things, but we managed to do it, and for that, I would like to recognize 

all my fellow VFW Riders for their support and effort to get this done.” 

 

Bill Myers, commander of VFW Post 9943 in Mansfield, Ohio, and Carl Hicks, VFW life member, 

presented the wartime diary of Dorothy Lanning, who was a Women’s Army Corps soldier serving in the 

Pacific Theater in WWII, to Chief Whitmore. The diary contains such items as Lanning’s official military 

orders, photos and a little battlefield humor.  

 

Four VFW Posts were recognized as Outstanding Community Service Posts of the Year: VFW 

Department of Montana’s Butte VFW Post 1448 (Western Conference); VFW Department of 

Pennsylvania’s Yardley Lower Makefield Post 6393 (Eastern Conference); VFW Department of Ohio’s 

Paul C. Ladd Post 1148 (Big 10 Conference); and VFW Department of Florida’s Post 10148 (Southern 

Conference). On behalf of VFW Post 6027 in North East, Md., Post 6027 Commander Eugene Daley 

accepted the Legacy Society Proclamation in recognition of the Post going beyond 100 Legacy Life 

members this year. 

 

VFW Programs Director Lynn Rolf announced the Buddy Poppy display winners and added that more 

than $7,800 was raised from the silent auction during the convention for VFW’s National Veterans 

Service program. Additionally, Rolf said more than $11,000 was raised by the VFW Riders in the 

Howard E. Vander Clute Memorial Motorcycle Ride.  

 

Chief Whitmore was honored with the Legion of Honor Bronze Medal by VFW National Chaplain 

Peter Hook on behalf of the Chapel of Four Chaplains. 

-The End- 


