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A NOTE ABOUT 
THE LOCAL 
COMEPTITION:

This year, because of changes to the national 
competition, each VA facility is permitted to 
submit their top three entries in each category 
to the National Competition, allowing more 
Veterans the opportunity to compete on the 
National level.

Therefore, Finalists have been determined in 
each category, rather than First, Second, and 
Third place, as in the past.  All Finalists will be 
automatically submitted to the National 
Competition, results of which will be out in 
early January.



POETRY RHYMING



Whose words these are I think I know,

My mouse can't seem to find them though; 

I've googled there and googled here,

To lengths I think my mind will blow.

My little muse is lost I fear,

And may be gone for good, oh dear!

That is a fear I cannot shake, 

It's more than just a big mistake, 

In consequence it makes me quake.

Dementia's trying in to creep,

Into the world in which awake,

I thought of me as dark and deep . . .

Alas my promise was but weak, 

And I know not of what I speak, 

And I know not of what I speak.

FLOPPING 
WITH WORDS 
THAT SHOULD 

BE SINGING

By Charles Byron Stout



POETRY NON-RHYMING



We are the silent sentinels.

We watch and comfort.

We bear witness to the pain of a nation.

Taps floats on the air.

The report of rifles stirs the breeze.

We are unnoticed bearing witness to the sorrow, pain, and loss.

A legacy ended; hearts grown cold.

Tears flow down ashen cheeks; sobs fill the void.

We are the sentinels, watching and bearing witness to the loss of our veterans.

We honor their lives; we show the depths of love and gratitude unmatched 
anywhere in the world.

A veteran passes, they come to our fields of honored green.

White markers bear testimony of their lives and sacrifice.

Rows and rows, year upon year.

We remain always silent and faithful the staff of your national cemetery.

Ensuring that never again will a veteran pass unnoticed or unhonored.

We remain ensuring your nation’s promise.

Dignity, reverence and respect our motto.

We are the National Cemetery Administration.

SENTINELS

By Sheila Jean Moss-Tuttle 



I gaze out at the shimmering sand,

At smoke from oil wells burning there,

I cry “Hosanna, do you hear?”

But only silence answers me.

Hijab clad women stop and stare,

Then flee to safety from the bombs,

I shout, “Mohammed, are you near?”

But empty streets are all I see.

We’re left alone here to survive,

A band of soldiers holding on,

On one another to depend,

To fight a war we cannot win.

Christ, God, Jehovah,

Take me home.

WAR IN THE 
DESERT

By Beverly Smith-Tillery



From fifty years ago,

remembered words still echo through.

Winter,

Christmas drawing near.

A party invite,

a gathering for Marines,

the wounded from the VA hospital.

Mother said go.

A large hall full of 

Christmas cheer,

wheelchairs,

prosthetic arm,

colostomy bags,

broken men.

Smiles, 

but broken sorrow

showed through. 

The bodies many, arms and legs now few.

No words I could say,

finally,

“I am sorry.”

I found my voice again,

softer now,

“God, you guys have balls.”

To which the armless man replied,

“don’t fool yourself,

half these guys don’t.”

I STILL HAVE 
MINE

By Richard Train



The Silver Star hung in my house my whole life.
My grandfather earned it for giving his
on a hilltop in Sicily—
Greatest Generation.

By the time it was my turn to deploy—
to Iraq—I knew the award order 
was about the level of sacrifice. 

Medal of Honor.
Distinguished Service Cross.
Silver Star. 
Purple Heart.

Many awarded these
never lived to tell their tales. 

I wanted none of them.
I wanted only to come home. 

ALMOST 
AWARD

By Jonathan Tennis



PERSONAL ESSAY



Accents vary from southern to decidedly northern to generic as white bread depending on what part of 
Florida you visit.  50 years of living near the Gulf Coast of Florida turned my flat Ohio non-accent into 
southern, yet edgy twang often mistaken for a New Orleans accent.  Just as the military merges many 
cultures, I’ve found  there’s no single Florida accent.   Instead, many different accents and residents coexist in 
the Sunshine State peacefully or otherwise.  It wasn’t my choice to live in the Sunshine State, as I was 
assigned to Eglin Air Force Base after joining the United States Air Force.  Now I can’t imagine living anywhere 
else.  Florida man stories make me cringe, and sighting a palmetto bug make me squirm, but I don’t miss my 
icy Ohio winters. Even hurricanes became tolerable if annoying, sometimes disastrous, but never boring. 

There’s no shortage of bizarre, oddball reports of crazy antics by Florida residents, but it’s the military 
families and individuals who vastly contribute to Florida’s economy, diversity, and colorful ambiance.  We 
come from all over the country and even abroad.  Whatever cuisine your taste buds crave, you can find it in 
little towns and big cities cradling military bases in Florida.  Celebrations vary, but you can always find a party 
in the state Jimmy Buffet immortalized in hit songs, and his signature, irresistible laid-back vibe.   Veteran 
owned businesses are common, and typical military discounts shows respect for our military members and 
veterans.  Differences abound among military personnel, and I found the military to be a leader in advancing 
acceptance of people who come from a wide variety of backgrounds.  It may not make national news, but 
advocating for acceptance of women, minorities, and other marginalized people has positively changed 
Florida.  Progress isn’t consistent in this wonky state, but opportunities entice many newcomers who make 
Florida wacky, wonderful, and unpredictable. 

I arrived in Florida in 1977 on a steamy June day concerned nothing but pine trees proliferated in the 
undeveloped landscape surrounding Eglin Air Force Base.  It wasn’t long before I found the sugar white 
beaches and emerald waters of the Gulf Coast.  I decided it wasn’t the worst location after all.  Few women 
wore military uniforms back then, and the fatigues I wore while working work on aircraft as a Jet Engine 
Mechanic weren’t even available in women sizes or styles.  Non-traditional career opportunities for women 
were scarce in civilian life, while military recruiters sold them like used car salesmen.  One visit to a recruiter 
convinced me to sign up if I could avoid food service work, hence my entry into a career field I’d never 
considered.  Youthful confidence won over caution.   

(Continued on next page)

SAND IN HER 
BOOTS

By Kathryn Smith



Breaking down barriers keeping women in traditional roles wasn’t my motivation for joining 
the military.  The GI Bill and other military benefits enticed and spurred me to dive into military 
life without considering how unusual working on military aircraft seemed.  Grease beneath my 
fingernails couldn’t be worse than reeking of cooking oil when finishing a waitress shift.    
Military opportunities vastly outnumbered resources readily available to me, and I was 
impatient to start my journey.  I boarded my flight for Basic Training in San Antonio and 
watched the Ohio River cut a frosty ribbon beside my home state without thinking of the 
barriers I’d face  Like most travelers before me, my motivation wasn’t to alter my new home as 
much as it was to seek opportunities.  My future seemed as bright as the Florida sun, and the 
bleakness of the Ohio winter landscape was easy to leave behind. 

Florida nearly toppled my optimism with daily temperatures near 100 and the percentage of 
humidity almost as high.  The flightline is extremely hot in the summer, and icy cold in the 
winter.  Don’t believe anyone who tells you humidity or the lack of it dramatically alters 
temperature fluctuations, and the effect on your comfort.  Hot is hot and cold is cold, but the 
steamy heat of Florida summers is a heavy blanket that can stifle even the most ardent work 
ethic.  If Florida wasn’t encased with beaches offering cool ocean breezes, I doubt even Mickey 
Mouse could make it popular.  Yet Florida remains as popular as an ice cream vender on a 
summer day with population increases estimated as high as 78%,  and there haven’t been any 
declines in population since 1900.  

All new residents didn’t arrive in Florida thanks to the Department of Defense, but many 
military members discovered its natural beauty, got sand in their boots, and made this tropical 
paradise their forever home.  Homes, businesses, and communities were built, and many 
cultures merged into a Florida lifestyle centered on sand, sun, and fun.  Occasional hurricanes, 
numerous natural disasters, and wildlife encounters of all types haven’t detoured people from 
calling Florida home and putting their imprint on the Sunshine State Postcard.  I’m just one of 
many military veterans proud to call Florida home.  

SAND IN HER 
BOOTS

By Kathryn Smith

Continued



HUMOR



Driving in South West Florida used to be, and sometimes still is, calming and 

something which I looked forward to.  Lately since the beginning of fall it is 

becoming more of a task as I sit in lines of traffic waiting for the chance to go.

One day as I was sitting in traffic, I noticed 4 individuals walking.  They seemed 

very ordinary at first, but as I glanced between them and traffic I noticed they 

weren’t making any progress as they walked.  These 4 individuals remained in 

the same position all while appearing to be walking.  The pedestrians were 

about 100-150 feet from where I was in traffic so I couldn’t read much detail.  

Just then, traffic moved what seemed like an inch and I was a bit closer.  As the 

details began to come clearer I noticed what looked like a straight horizontal 

line between them.  They all wore the same attire and moved with such grace.  

I thought how odd but then I figured they were all members of the same family 

or group.  After a while trying to figure out what was really happening traffic 

began to move again.  After another 20 feet or so I glanced over and could 

see more detail about the group.  By now my imagination is getting creative so I 

start assigning numbers to the individuals (just to keep from being bored in 

traffic).  Individual number One was tall, balding with what …

TRAFFIC JAM

By Ronald Fletcher



appeared to be a baseball cap with the bill crossing just above his eyes.  The 

mouth appeared to be smaller than normal and oval shaped.  The chin was 

longer and drew to a point toward the bottom.  One’s arms were extremely 

short for such a tall person and more symmetrically pointed than a limb with 

curves and features.  The legs appeared as one leg only and had a fluttery 

motion as if walking but it was more of a folding and unfolding motion. Sort of 

like a flag. One’s attire was cyan and dark blue and had a shiny but flat 

appearance.  Just then traffic inched a bit closer to the group and then it 

became clear that all the individuals looked alike and were attired identically 

and the walking motion was more like a towel blowing in a breeze and there 

were no legs or feet.  They all appeared to be floating, holding this long orange 

rod between them.  Finally, traffic moved enough to where I was no more than 

30-40 feet from them and directly parallel.  My curiosity had gotten the best of 

me and I had to know if this was a joke or what.  I lowered my window and 

politely asked “are you guys marketing or advertising something?” because I 

thought this can’t be real.  I mean as I got a good look at them they looked 

really creepy.  Then, using their tiny oval shaped mouths answered in unison “we 

are snow birds from planet GETSCOLD and just here for the winter”. 

TRAFFIC JAM

By Ronald Fletcher

Continued



MILITARY EXPERIENCE - POETRY



One hot dry morning in Iraq

They left on their patrol, 

The I.E.D. killed five buddies

And he alone survived.

The MASH team took his arms and 

legs 

And sent me what was left,

In the O.R. in Germany

We worked to clean his burns.

The face he’d had was burned 

away,

I looked at his I.D.

I saw the face of just a boy,

Too young to go to war.

I.E.D. BLAST IN 
IRAQ

By Beverly Smith-Tillery

I thought, “I could just let him go,”

Then thought, “You are not God.”

The Burn Team came from San Antone

To take the soldier home.

He lived for twelve days in the States,

I often wondered why.

And then he joined his five buddies, 

Where all brave soldiers go.

They buried him at Arlington, 

Full honors for his life.

I often dream of that young man

And often see his face.

I wake with pillow drenched in tears,

An aching in my heart, 

P.T.S.D.’s the price I pay,

It leaves long lasting scars.



MILITARY EXPERIENCE – NOT POETRY



When the last surviving Vietnam veteran succumbs to Agent Orange illness or passes away from 
old age and merges into the D.C. WALL, an era and a way of life for us will pass forever into 
American history. 

America has held on to its Vietnam veterans like no other war that we have ever fought. We 
were never allowed to really come home. We were the soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines 
that nobody wanted, and yes, many of us were called baby killers and were spit upon and we 
felt as though society did not want us, so we put away our military uniforms and our service 
medals & ribbons and tried our best to blend into civilian life, as many of us continued our 
education, built a successful business or just went to work.

Many of us came home mentally & physically broken and years after the war the toxins in agent 
orange reared it=s ugly head as many of us were suffering from a variety of major illnesses, 
including cancers, heart disease and diabetes, just to name a few.  And typically after retiring, if 
not before, PTSD, along with nasty visions of horror from our days in Nam, began to visit us in 
our sleep.

When there was no one else to turn to, we turned to our fellow Nam brothers, who understood 
each other and in our Brotherhood we found comfort, acceptance and understanding.  And in 
our shared experience we found validation of our service and of our sacrifice. 

Hopefully, some day, someone will tell the true story of the Vietnam Warriors, and then again, 
maybe not. Sadly, Our experiences, our wartime way of life and all the events that transpired to 
produce the unique Vietnam Veteran will be known only to us. 

And that my brothers & sisters will have to be enough.

Welcome home.

THE LAST 
VIETNAM 

VETERAN II

By Ronald Babcock



A drop of rainwater rolls down a hill and is soon joined by another then another, a river is formed. And so, as it is in 

all human events someone must be first and someone last. The Alpha and the Omega. But in between 

many others follow.   On the 2nd of August 1914 a 22-year-old German 

Lieutenant Albert Mayer and 7 men under his command crossed the French border a few miles out of Joncherey, 

France. They did not have orders; it was a spur of the moment decision to see what was on the other side.  

The small French village of Joncherey was at the far end of the South West portion of the Upper Rhine; it had been 

part of the Kingdom of Burgundy in ancient times nestled close to Switzerland and the territory boarded with 

Germany. At one point controlled by the Spanish but ceded to the French in 1678; now a portion of the Territoire de 

Belfort.

The modest village of steeped churches and small markets were about to 

become the beginning point the gateway to the River Styx.    At a little 

after 9 A.M. on the 2nd of August a group of local French militia were approached by a maiden who reported, “The 

Prussians had invaded.” They gave up their morning breakfast to seek out the intruders and arrest them.  The soldier 

in charge of the small French group was twenty-one-year-old Corporal Jules Andre Peugeot. He and his squad of four 

quickly found the intruders.

Lt. Mayer watched the Frenchmen approach and quickly slashed a French soldier with his saber.

“Hey you with the weapon, put it down.” Peugeot ordered.

Mayer replied with a pistol shot directly at the French Corporal. 

Peugeot was hit in the shoulder and fell to the ground. As Lt. Mayer walked toward him, Peugeot’s compatriots fired 

and hit Mayer in the stomach. A second bullet pierced the skull of Albert Mayer; and he became the Alpha of the 

Great War. A few hours later, Peugeot succumbed to his wounds and became the Beta.  Both men died a day prior to 

the official declaration of war by France and Germany.

It would be four years three months and fourteen days before the Omega death of WWI.

But that is a whole different story as is each of the twenty-million souls that would die in the WAR.

Nine Million Seven Hundred Soldiers and almost Ten Million Civilians.

The End

THE ALPHA 
AND THE BETA

By Patrick 

MMcDonald



SPECIAL RECOGNITION



Sometimes it seems I've left the war

And then I find it sneaking up.

Day after day I woke so tired

Not knowing what was causing it.

One night I woke up with a jolt

And caught a snippet of my dream.

I was back in the war again

Working all night in the OR

Trying to save the ones I'd lost.

I thought what could have brought this on,

It's been ten years since I came home.

But then I knew night after night ,

I watched Russia invade Ukraine.

I saw the bodies in the streets,

The babies in their mothers' arms

As they left men behind to fight.

I saw the elder ones confused,

Ripped from the only life they knew.

I heard the bombs. I saw the fires.

I saw the lives so torn apart.

RETURN TO 
WAR

By Beverly Smith-Tillery



I thought this is not good for me,

Then reached and turned the TV off.

That night I lay down and I said,

"Hello, God, this is Beverly."

And He said, "Where've you been so long?"

I said "I went to fight the war

And now it seems I need your help."

God placed His gentle hand on mine,

And then He said, "I know you do."

He said, "This war is not your war.

You fought your war and now you're home.

You did the best that you could do.

Let go of guilt. It's time to rest.

The soldiers whom you couldn't save

Forgave you a long time ago."

I smiled and said, "God, you're the best."

He said, "Thanks for the compliment."

I closed my eyes and drifted off

To dreamless sleep - my first in weeks.

RETURN TO 
WAR

By Beverly Smith-Tillery
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