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It’s a New Day at the Old Lodge
by Carla Caldw ell

Things a re  changing dow n a t the VFW
hall—or the Am erican  Legion  post, for
tha t m a tter. 

The days of World War II vets sitting
a round in  sm oke-filled room s en joying
beer-soaked Bingo gam es a re  giving
w ay to  new  activities. Today’s veterans’
organ iza tions a re  m ore often  filled w ith
younger m ilita ry m en  and w om en  w ho
ca rry out service projects for fam ilies
and com m unities.

Sure, you can  still get a  beer a t som e
posts. And, sure, there’s still Bingo in
som e places. And, yes, the  Veterans of

Foreign  Wars, Am erican  Legion  a n d
th e ir a u xilia rie s  h a ve  a lw a ys  provid-
e d  se rvice . It’s  ju s t th a t th e  e m ph a s is
o n  se rvice  is  e ve n  gre a te r to da y,
e spe cia lly w ith  th e  e ve r-in cre a s in g
n u m be r o f ve te ra n s .

And w ith so m any young m ilita ry per-
sonnel re turn ing from  Iraq and
Afghan istan  and other places a round
the globe, the organ iza tions a re  experi-
encing boosts in  their m em bership. All
th re e  e m ph a s iz e  ve te ra n s , bu t a ll
th re e  w e lco m e  e ligib le  a ctive  du ty
se rvice  m e m be rs , a n d  a ll h e lp  th o se
se rvice  m e m be rs  a n d  th e ir fa m ilie s
w h e n  n e e de d .

VFW
The VFW now  coun ts am ong its ranks
130,000 servicem en  and w om en  w ho
serve, or have served, in  Iraq and/ or
Afghan istan , according to  Jerry
New berry, the VFW’s director of
Com m unica tions and Public Affa irs.

The in flux of younger m em bers m ean t
the VFW has had to  find new  w ays to
best serve their in terests, w hile  m a in -
ta in ing the organ iza tion ’s re levance
and connection to m em bers w ho
fought in  World War II, Vietnam  and
Korea , New berry sa id.

Many of these
new  m em bers, like
their older
brethren , seek
assistance to
obta in  benefits
ea rned serving in
the m ilita ry—a
service on  w hich
the VFW w as
founded; and they
w an t to  keep in
touch w ith other
active and veteran
m em bers of the
m ilita ry.

The difference,
New berry sa id, is
tha t younger
m em bers a ren ’t a s
likely to  hang out

a t a  VFW ha ll. More program s have
been  added a t VFW sites to  appea l to
both new  and long-tim e m em bers,
but som e new  m em bers sim ply prefer
to  pa rticipa te  through the In ternet, he
sa id. The VFW’s Web site dissem ina tes
in form a tion  and provides an  easy w ay
for m em bers to connect w ith  one
another. Videos a re  a  big draw, as a re
listings of service projects tha t m em -
bers can  join .

“There is defin ite ly a  socia l netw orking
aspect to  it tha t appea ls to  younger
m em bers w ho w an t to  stay in  touch,
but often  from  hom e. And, one rea -
son  younger m em bers find the VFW
attractive is our focus on  service to

com m unities, the  na tion , active and
veteran  m em bers and their fam ilies.”

The VFW understands tha t it has had
to m ake changes to  becom e a ttractive
to the new  genera tion  and rem a in  vita l
to  the older ones. “Our program s a re
being redesigned to  m eet the needs of
both new  and long-tim e m em bers,”
says New berry. “But our prim ary focus
rem ains the sam e—helping those w ho
deserve it m ost.”

The organ iza tion ’s m otto sum s up its
specia l m ulti-faceted m ission—The
VFW is there  to  honor the dead by
helping the living. For m ore in form a-
tion , visit w w w.vfw.org.

American Legion
At the Am erican  Legion , em phasis on
service con tinues to  expand as m ore
younger m em bers and their fam ilies
becom e active w ith the organ iza tion . 

The  Am erica n  Legion  w a s cha rte red
by Con gress in  1919 a s a  pa trio tic,
w a r-tim e  ve te ra n s orga n iza tion  devot-
ed to  he lpin g people . Toda y, the  n o t-
for-profit com m un ity se rvice  orga n i-
za tion  n um bers n ea rly 3 m illion  m em -
bers w orldw ide, m a kin g it the  la rgest
ve te ra n s orga n iza tion  in  the  w orld. 

An d toda y’s m em bers represen t a
cross-section  of Am erica n  socie ty,
w ith  represen ta tives from  a ll w a lks of
life, sa ys Bra xton  Bridgers, s ta te  a dju-
ta n t o f Ala ba m a ’s Am erica n  Legion .
“We a re  the  com m un ity,” he  sa ys. “We
keep the  m ilita ry a n d the  n eed for a
stron g n a tion a l defen se  before  our
com m un ities.  Not every com m un ity is
n ea r a  m ilita ry in sta lla tion , bu t there
a re  Am erica n  Legion  posts in  m a n y
com m un ities. We keep tha t educa tion
a live .”

In  recen t yea rs, sa ys Bridgers, he’s
n oticed a n  in crea se  in  the  n um ber of
youn ger ve te ra n s—prim a rily beca use
of the  in crea sin g n um ber of ve te ra n s,
a n d a  he igh ten ed aw a ren ess o f o rga n -
iza tion s tha t se rve  ve te ra n s. “We’re
m a kin g a  con certed e ffort to  recru it
these  ve te ra n s a n d le t them  kn ow

U.S. Air Force Maj. Diallo Creal, executive officer for the 49th Fighter Wing out of Holloman Air
Force Base, N.M., talks with Ed "Wishbone" Summerall, American Legion Riders chapter 8 presi-
dent, and other members of the motorcycle club before taking off to Brooke Army Medical
Center in San Antonio, Texas, Oct. 3, 2007. The riders are bringing comfort, personal items and
monetary donations to Brooke Army Medical Center for Operation Wounded Warrior. 
(U.S. Air Force photo by Airman 1st Class John Strong) 
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w e’re  here  a n d w ha t w e  do  a n d how
w e ca n  a ssist them  w hile  they’re  still
on  a ctive  du ty, then  w hen  they sepa -
ra te .”

On e  a rea  w here  Am erica n  Legion
m em bers  ha ve  in crea sed se rvice  is  in
a ssis tin g the  fa m ilie s  o f deployed
se rvice  m em bers , sa ys Bridge rs . “The
Am erica n  Legion  post a n d m em bers
a re  a va ila ble  to  a ssis t the  fa m ilie s
th rough  com m un ity se rvice  pro jects—
be  it he lpin g w ith  ca r repa ir o r m ow -
in g the  gra ss—som eth in g they ca n -
n o t ta ke  ca re  o f beca use  o f physica l
o r fin a n cia l ha rdsh ips.” Th is  pa rticu -
la rly a ffects  youn ger so ldie rs  a n d
the ir fa m ilie s , he  sa ys, a s  they m a y
n o t be  a s  fin a n cia lly secure  a s  o lde r
se rvice  m em bers . 

“Som etim es, there’s a  delay in  getting
pay set up w hen  a  soldier is activa ted,
or getting benefits on  track,” says
Bridgers. “We’re  here  to  offer advice or
to  help connect the service m em bers
or fam ily m em bers w ith the right per-
son  in  the m ilita ry or veterans system
w ho can  help them .”

The Am erican  Legion  opera tes a
Fam ily Support Netw ork , w hich is
ready to  provide im m edia te  a ssistance
to service personnel and fam ilies
w hose lives have been  directly a ffect-
ed by Opera tion  Iraqi Freedom  and
Am erica ’s w ar on  terror. 

The Am erican  Legion  has a  na tion -
w ide toll-free  te lephone num ber, 1-
800-504-4098, for service m em bers
and their fam ily m em bers to  ca ll for
a ssistance. Applican ts can  apply
on line by visiting w w w.legion .org/ vet-
erans/ fsn  and clicking the a ssistance
form  a t the top of the page. Ca lls a re
referred to  The Am erican  Legion
departm en t, or sta te, in  w hich the ca ll
origina ted. Departm en ts re lay the col-
lected in form a tion  to  a  loca l Am erican
Legion  post. The loca l post then  con-
tacts the service m em ber or fam ily to
see how  assistance can  be provided
loca lly. Since the crea tion  of the
Fam ily Support Netw ork during the
first Persian  Gulf War, thousands of
posts have responded to  m eet these
fam ilies’ needs.

The Am erican  Legion  a lso sponsors

m any popula r program s for youth
across Am erica , including baseba ll and
the high-school level Boys Sta te, a  pro-
gram  w hich provides governm ent
instruction  for high school studen ts.
Pa rticipan ts lea rn  how  the governm ent
w orks and get to  pa rticipa te  in  the
process. Activities include legisla tive
sessions, court proceedings, law
enforcem ent presen ta tions, a ssem -
blies, bands, chorus and recrea tiona l
program s. The Am erican  Legion

Auxila ry sponsors Girls Sta te  for high
school girls. 

Tw o m ore w ays the Am erican  Legion
helps service m em bers and their fam i-
lies is through Opera tion  Gra teful Hea rt
and Heroes to  Hom etow ns, both of
w hich connect service m em bers or
fam ily m em bers w ith na tiona l, sta te
and loca l support system s and
resources w hen  needed. For m ore
in form a tion , visit w w w.legion .org.

Carla  Ca ldw ell is a  freelance w riter in  Georgia


