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MOVING TO GROWMOVING TO GROW

Brandon D. Oliver/ Palatka Daily NewsRonnie Davis today.

By Brandon D. Oliver

Palatka Daily News

R
onnie Davis has always been a man who, while 
grateful for the opportunities in the present, has  
 had his eye on the future. Throughout his military 

career, the retired first sergeant charted a course that saw 
him perform an array of job functions during his 21 years 
in the Army. 

Davis, now 64, was still a child when plotted his future. 
He was a junior at Palatka Central High School in 1976 
when he got his mother’s permission to enlist in the 
Army under the Early Enlistment Program. Davis said he 
wanted to attend college, but because he didn’t have any 
scholarships lined up, he knew the military would be his 
best shot at higher education. 

With the Vietnam War still fresh in everyone’s mind 
at the time, Davis said his family was worried but knew 
enlisting would be the foundation of a great future. 

“(My mother) 
was somewhat 
saddened,” he 
said in October. 
“However, she 
felt in the best 
interest of my 
future, it was 
the right thing 
to do for that 
time period. (My grandmother) also reminded me of 
joining the service to possibly get a career and still come 
out and be young enough to start a second career.”

So after Davis graduated from Palatka Central in 1977, 
he shipped off to basic training in Fort Sill, Oklahoma. 

He and his fellow trainees used camaraderie and 

See DAVIS page 6

Army vet served in variety of roles Army vet served in variety of roles 
during 21-year military career.during 21-year military career.

Ronnie DavisRonnie Davis

Photo submitted by Ronnie Davis.

First Sgt. Ronnie Davis is pictured in his offi-

cial Army photo.
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See DAVIS page 8

support to push each other to pass weapons training, 
complete 2-mile runs in the summer heat and even 
mentally block out the bombs they heard going off 
while they were trying to sleep. Fort Sill, after all, was an 
artillery installation, Davis said.

“There, I met other … trainees from other parts of 
other states,” he said about basic training. “And we started 
to bond together then. I still have contact with two 
soldiers that I started basic with and still proud to this day 
that I can reach out to them. It was like a bond as if we 
were all from the same atmosphere.”

After finishing basic and additional training at Fort 
Sill, Davis had his first permanent duty assignment 
at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where he worked 
in communications. When his unit would go on 
deployments, it was his job to make sure they had 
what they needed to make secure and non-secure 

transmissions to their leaders or aviation team with which 
they were associated.

Davis eventually saw soldiers working on the Forward 
Area Alerting Radar system and decided he wanted to do 
that instead. Davis said he wanted to challenge himself 
and knew he could move up the ranks faster working on 
weapons systems than he would in communications. 

Davis remembered an officer advising him to “challenge 
the leadership and to move to grow.” So grow he did. He 
left for Fort Bliss, Texas, in the late 1970s to get trained 
and certified to work on Vulcan weapons and FAAR 
systems. 

His hard work, dedication and discipline paid off in 
1982 when he was stationed in Mannheim, Germany, 
where he continued to work with the weapons and 
radar systems, this time with the 1st Infantry Division, 
famously known as the Big Red 1. Although he was there 

DAVIS Continued from page 4

Photos submitted by Ronnie Davis 

Clockwise Left to Right: Ronnie Davis is 

pictured in the late 1970s with two weapons 

he used in the Army.

Ronnie Davis reads while in the Army barracks 

in the late 1970. 

Sgt. 1st Class Ronnie Davis, an Army drill 

instructor in the early 1990s, congratulates a 

trainee for finishing basic training.
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See DAVIS page 10

as part of a peacekeeping unit, the Berlin Wall was still up 
and his division was prepared to deploy if necessary. 

Despite Cold War tensions and the anti-military 
demonstrations that sometimes occurred, Davis took time 
to enjoy the beauty Germany had to offer.

“Going to Germany and being from a place like Palatka 
was like a fairytale because you have the Rhine River,” Davis 
said. “You have castles. You have all kinds of exotic cars. 
People appreciate life.”

From 1984 until 1988, he was stationed at Fort Riley, 
Kansas, where he continued working with the Big Red 1. 
But similar to his career in communications, Davis was 
looking to switch career paths. 

He became a drill sergeant – a sergeant first class, to be 
exact – in 1989 and was tasked with molding trainees into 

soldiers at Fort Jackson, South Carolina.
A year into his job as a drill sergeant, the U.S. found itself 

in the Gulf War, and Davis’ time as a drill instructor was 
extended so he could train more soldiers to go overseas. 
By 1992, Davis was burnt out and again switched careers, 
becoming a paratrooper.

“After doing three years as a drill sergeant, my mind was 
focused on continuing to move forward, not ever … going 
back to being a weapons system technician in Kansas where 
I served,” Davis said. 

Because he had been a drill sergeant and proven his 
leadership skills, he became a platoon sergeant with the 
82nd Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 
The facility has recently undergone a name change and is 
currently Fort Liberty. 

DAVIS Continued from page 6

Photos submitted by Ronnie Davis 

Clockwise Left to Right: Ronnie Davis stands in 

front of an Army tank while stationed in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina on a peacekeeping mission in 

the 1990s.

Ronnie Davis and other Army soldiers load 

weapons and ammunition.

Ronnie Davis stands next to a Vulcan weapon 

system in the late 1970s while he served in the 

Army starting in 1977.
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While still a paratrooper, he also handled administrative 
tasks and even served as a mortuary escort when someone 
in his platoon died. 

He later returned to Germany from 1993 through 1997, 
but in 1996, he was deployed to Bosnia and Herzegovina as 
part of a peacekeeping force. He returned to the U.S. in 1997 
and retired as a first sergeant a year later. 

Davis said he loved the Army, but, like numerous times 
before, he wanted to try out a new career. 

“I had known the Army since 17, so I didn’t know what it 
was like to not be in the Army,” Davis said. “So I wanted to 
try something new or take a break. And I chose to go ahead 
and retire.”

He may have been a civilian, but he retained the need to 
stay active, which is why he applied to and got hired by the 
Fulton County, Georgia, School District as an IT support 
employee. He eventually worked for the Department of 
Veterans Affairs in Atlanta for 15 years until he retired 
again. 

A special point of pride for Davis, who has a wife, two 
adult daughters and an adult son, was getting an associate 
degree in computer networking and later earning a 

bachelor’s degree in technology management in 2005. 

Because Davis enlisted in the military to afford college, 

getting a degree nearly 30 years after he graduated high 

school felt like he’d come full circle. 

“After getting that degree, I felt elated,” he said. “I felt like 

I’d really accomplished my mission.”

After spending decades in Georgia, Davis moved back 

to Palatka, closing on a South Historic District home in 

July. He loves playing pickleball, attending Mt. Tabor First 

Baptist Church in Palatka, reconnecting with classmates 

and finding ways to make his community a better place. 

While he doesn’t believe military service should be 

mandatory for everyone, he believes it should be mandatory 

for people who leave high school without having committed 

to a vocation, post-secondary education, employment, Job 

Corps or another viable option. 

The military provides structure and discipline, and by 

having otherwise idle individuals focused on bettering 

themselves, society could improve as well, Davis said. 

“I think it would make it a better foundation for the whole 

nation,” he said, “because you’re going to be a better citizen. 

DAVIS Continued from page 8

Photos submitted by Ronnie Davis 

Top Left: Sgt. 1st Class Ronnie Davis, a drill 

instructor in the early 1990s, is pictured 

with one of his graduating classes.

Below: Ronnie Davis is among a class of 

trainees who graduated Army basic train-

ing in 1977.
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See WASHINGTON page 14

A CALL TO RETURNA CALL TO RETURN

Putnam native cherished time in Putnam native cherished time in 
Army despite ups and downs.Army despite ups and downs.

W
elaka native Cynthia Washington enlisted in 
the Army because her family and friends took 
to the military. 

However, the once-nervous Army newcomer found her 
bearings and spent nearly 30 years serving her country. 

“I just felt the connection with the people,” she said.  
Washington graduated from Crescent City High School 

in 1979 but didn’t immediately venture into the military. 
She worked for the Putnam County School District as 

a bus aide after graduating but decided to leave home for 
the Army at 21. She never considered another branch of 
service. 

“That’s where everybody was going and I (saw) they 

liked it,” she said.
But Washington felt nervous during boot camp in Mis-

souri. Washington, now 63, wasn't used to people yelling 
at her and telling her what to do. She admitted to shed-
ding a few tears at first. 

“My drill sergeant told me, she’s like, ‘Washington, you 
really want to be in the military?’” Washington recalled.

She told her sergeant she wanted a life in the service but 
still got reprimanded for calling her leader “ma’am” and 
not “sergeant,” Washington recalled with a chuckle. 

“She said, ‘We can send you back to Welaka, wherever 
that is,’” Washington said. “It was different.” 

She wanted to work with supply logistics for the Army. 

Cynthia WashingtonCynthia Washington

By Sarah Cavacini

Palatka Daily News

Photos submitted by Cynthia Washington 

Cynthia Washington worked in logistics for the Army Reserve during her second stint in the military.
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See WASHINGTON page 16

Washington said her job in the military was in Massa-
chusetts, where she worked to make sure everyone in 
the Army had what they needed if a vehicle would break 
down or there were other emergencies. 

After Massachusetts, Washington was stationed in Asia. 
She stayed for two years at a base in Okinawa, Japan, 
alongside the U.S. Marine Corps.

Being with another branch of service was like a com-
petition, she said, describing it more like a friendly one. 
Marine and Army officers challenged one another to a 
monthly race running around the base.

“It was like a motivation, you know,” she said. “(It was) 
a self-esteem thing.” 

She next moved to Germany for four years and every-
one became like a huge family. She met many new people 
and learned and saw things she never could have in Wela-
ka, she said. 

“It was a good move,” she added. 
Part of her time in Germany coincided with Operation 

Desert Storm/Desert Shield, which lasted from 1990 to 
1991, according to the Army’s website. The site also states 
that soldiers from Germany supported and deployed to 
Kuwait and then Iraq as a “response to Iraq’s invasion and 
annexation of Kuwait.” 

She said she left the Army for the first time after 12 
years of service at the rank of an E6 staff sergeant. Wash-
ington, who estimates she was 32 when she was dis-
charged, had a child and thought it would be better if she 
left military life. 

Washington stayed out for 10 years but felt unfulfilled. 
During her time as a civilian, she had a second child and 
spent the years bouncing around to different jobs.

“Everywhere I went, I was overqualified,” she said. 
“How are you going to be overqualified and not have a job?” 

WASHINGTON Continued from page 12

Photos submitted by Cynthia Washington 

Cynthia Washington receives paperwork while serving in the Army in the early 1980s.
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During the early 2000s, after a decade of being away from 
the Army, Washington couldn’t take it anymore and wanted 
back in. People, her family especially, asked her why she 
wanted to go back. 

“With me going back, I know I had to, kind of like, prove 
a point because I gotta show you what I can do,” she re-
solved. “Don't let my age fool you. Don't get it twisted.”

She enlisted in to the Army Reserves, where she felt 
comfortable working and didn’t feel obligated to seek out 
promotions. Washington said she worked like this for at 
least four years. 

Then, she found out her unit would be deployed to Af-
ghanistan. 

“Then I was like, ‘Oh my God, I’ve got to step up now,’” 
she said.

Once overseas again, Washington regained her E4  corpo-
ral rank and was put on the Army Reserves Guard. She said 
serving again full-time was the best thing she could have 
done. 

Fear and nerves still came in waves even though this was 
her second time serving overseas during a military conflict. 
When serving in active duty, the most important thing 
someone can do is pray every day, she said. 

“Even though I had went to Desert Storm/Desert Shield 
in Saudi Arabia, it was bringing back memories. You know, 
it’s real,” Washington said. “You don’t ever know what the 
day brings. So, prayer (is) the first 
thing when you get up. And you 
wake up and look around and every-
thing (isn’t) blown up. Thank God 
for another day, you know, and then 
you take it from there.” 

Serving in the military taught her 
to be grateful for everything she has 
and to not take life in America for 
granted. She said she learned how to 
handle change, communicate with 
other people while respecting their 
feelings and work with others to 
accomplish a mission. 

She thanked God for returning 
from Afghanistan and getting to 
know herself better. Despite the mili-
tary conflicts, being discharged from 
and rejoining, and whatever else was 
thrown at her, Washington has no 
regrets. 

“I loved it,” she said. “If I had to do 
it all over again, I would. I would do it 
all over again.”

WASHINGTON Continued from page 14

Photos submitted by Cynthia Washington 

Top: Cynthia Washington's official Army headshot. Left: Army Staff Sgt. Cynthia 

Washington, center, stands alongside her fellow Army soldiers when she served in 

the military during her first stint. Right: Army Staff Sgt. Cynthia Washington, then 

known as Cynthia Stewart, smiles for her Army headshot.
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Explore the history of Explore the history of 
Veterans DayVeterans Day

Veterans Day begins with Armistice DayVeterans Day begins with Armistice Day

Veterans Day is a byproduct of the end of World 
War I, when Germany and the Allied Nations signed 
the Treaty of Versailles, formally ceasing fighting and 
establishing terms of peace. On Nov. 11, 1919, the 
first anniversary of the signing of the treaty, the first 
Armistice Day events were held. Armistice Day was 
initially a legal holiday to honor the end of World War 
I only, states History.com. The United States Congress 
passed a resolution in 1926 for an annual observance, 
and Nov. 11 became a national holiday starting in 
1938. However, in 1954, after the country had been 
embroiled in both World War II and the Korean War, 
Congress amended the Act of 1938 by renaming the 
commemoration “Veterans Day” to honor veterans of 
all wars.

Veterans Day in October?

According to Military.com, for a short time, 
thanks to the Uniform Holiday Bill, which in 1968 
established three-day weekends for federal employees 
by celebrating national holidays on Mondays, Veterans 
Day was moved to the fourth Monday of October — 
the first being Oct. 25, 1971. However, many people 
did not agree with this decision, continuing to honor 
the holiday on the original date. In 1975, President 

Gerald Ford signed a new law that returned Veterans 
Day to Nov. 11 beginning in 1978. Since then, 
parades, memorial events, volunteer efforts, and other 
celebrations revolving around veterans have been held 
on Nov. 11.

Veterans around the world

Many countries, including the United States, 
celebrate veterans on or near Nov. 11. America’s 
closest neighbor to the north, Canada, commemorates 
veterans on Remembrance Day (also Nov.11), as does 
the United Kingdom. Britain also has Remembrance 
Sunday, which is the second Sunday of November. 
Remembrance Day also is called Poppy Day, when 
people of the Commonwealth member states wear a red 
poppy flower in honor of military members who have 
died in the line of duty.

Paying tribute

Veterans Day and its sister holidays mark the 
honoring of veterans of all wars, with a particular focus 
on living veterans. It is a day to celebrate the dedication 
and selflessness of hardworking military men and 
women.

Article and photo courtesy of 
Metro Creative Graphics

Service members make numerous sacrifices in defense of their countries. While the debts to 
service members may never be the kind that can be repaid in full, paying tribute to veterans, 
on Veterans Day and throughout the year, can be a great way to show them just how much 

their efforts are appreciated.

www.history.com
www.military.com
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By Trisha Murphy

Palatka Daily News

See MITCHELL page 24

O
n his 17th birthday, Arnold Dee Mitchell wasn’t 
doing what most teens would do to celebrate 
their big day. Instead, the teenager was busy 

signing up to join the U.S. Marine Corps.
“My dad had been in the service and his dad, too,” said 

Mitchell, now 77, of Palatka, who served his country for 
four and a half years. “They both were Marines.”

Mitchell, who was on his own at age 14, said he was 
starting to feel desperate and tired of bouncing around 
the country, not knowing for sure what he wanted to do 
with his life. The teenager also had an interest in rodeos 
and riding bucking horses, but it didn’t seem like it would 
lead to a successful future.

“I knew I was never going to be anything sitting in a 

combine cutting wheat and wasting my money at rodeos 
on the weekend,” he said. “I followed the rodeo circuit for 
about a year and a half and spent a lot of time eating dirt.”

After flying to Oklahoma City and spending three 
days persuading his mother to sign a release to allow 
him to join the Marines, Mitchell was sent to San Diego, 
California, for boot camp and later to Camp Pendleton 
near Oceanside, California, where he earned his general 
education diploma.

To Mitchell’s surprise, he had one of the highest scores 
on the General Classification Test, an exam that dates 
back to World War II and was developed to classify in-
coming servicemen.

“My score was 121 or 122, and they said I was the only 

Marine made sure coded messages Marine made sure coded messages 
got to those who "need to know."got to those who "need to know."

SPECIAL DELIVERYSPECIAL DELIVERY

Arnold MitchellArnold Mitchell

Trisha Murphy/ Palatka Daily News 

Arnold Dee Mitchell stands next to a patriotic sign made by his friends, Richard and Annie Brinker of Palatka.
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Thank You!Thank You!
We take this moment to honor those 

who served our nation and are now 

serving with us to protect our com-

munity, as well as all of our residents 

who answered the call to protect our 

freedoms both home and abroad.

These branches represent some of the hardworking men and 
women on the Putnam County Sheriff’s Office team:
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one in our outfit who qualified,” he said. “And they trans-
ferred me to Pensacola to learn top-secret communications.”

Mitchell’s stay in Florida was short-lived. He eventually 
transferred to North Carolina to be part of the Air Naval 
Gunfire Liaison Companies, where he worked with the 
Army, Navy and allied forces.

From there, he was transferred to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
with the same outfit and later transferred to Hawaii and 
then Okinawa, Japan, where he prepared to go to Vietnam. 

He was honorably discharged in 1967, having served as a 
private and then lance corporal.

While in the Marines, Mitchell was part of an elite outfit 
called Recon. He had to grow up fast and put his top secret 
training to use, learning terms like “had the need to know.” 

“I was on the front line at age 18-and-a-half and I carried 
a pistol almost anywhere I went,” he said.

Mitchell said part of his job was delivering top-secret 
communications to wherever he was sent.

“You could only give that information to the one it was 
meant for, who ‘had the need to know,’” he said. “It didn’t 
have to be an officer. In a code, they would tell us who it 

was addressed to, and if someone came and wanted to see it, 
they couldn’t because it was classified (as) ‘had the need to 
know.’”

Mitchell said the secret messages would come in Morse 
code and then be transcribed. The code would change every 
day to keep the details of the messages a secret to everyone 
except the people who needed to know.

“Nobody really knew you had the top secret message 
because there was no indication who would deliver it or 
receive it,” he said.

Mitchell and his wife, Valin, were married Oct. 29, 1988, 
and have been together for 35 years. They have lived in 
Putnam County since 1967, except for about six to eight 
years when Arnold Mitchell traveled for work. They have 
nine children between them, 25 grandchildren, eight 
great-grandchildren and another two expected in December 
and March. He is a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints in Palatka.

Mitchell enjoys fishing and used to hunt, but he said age 
crept up on him so he can no longer do the latter because he 
can’t climb trees.

See MITCHELL page 26

Trisha Murphy/ Palatka Daily News 

Left: Arnold Dee Mitchell holds a picture of him in his dress blue uniform that was taken shortly after he joined the Marine Corps 

in the early 1960s at age 17. Right: Arnold Dee and Valin Mitchell have been married for 35 years and have made their home 

in Putnam County since 1967, except for about six to eight years when he was traveling for work.

MITCHELL Continued from page 22
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“I like fishing so good. I put a pond in my yard and put 

fish in it, and I go out there and fish,” he said. “I’m also very 

involved with my church work.”

After his honorable discharge from the Marine Corps, 

Mitchell worked for about 20 years at the Putnam Correc-

tional Institution in East Palatka, where he was the mainte-

nance and construction superintendent. He also had his own 

construction business. He retired in 2012.

During his time in the Marine Corps, Mitchell received 

campaign ribbons with a gold star for serving in Guantana-

mo Bay twice and Vietnam once. 

Mitchell said serving his country had its ups and downs. 

He was exposed to the Agent Orange chemical three times 

and later developed a brain tumor, which caused him to stay 

in the veterans hospital in Gainesville for 29 days for surgery 

and treatment. 

Although he was never wounded in combat, Mitchell ad-

mits he saw things in Vietnam he would care to forget.

“I am 40% disabled with post-traumatic stress disorder 

and can’t be around loud noises,” he said.

When asked if he had fears while serving in the Marine 

Corps, his answer was “yes.”

“Every day I was there,” he answered. “The Vietnamese 

would put beer and cold drinks laced with glass in burlap 

bags and try to hand them out. They also would put young 

children in the bags with a hand grenade and have them pull 

the pin when our soldiers were close enough. That was a 

tough thing to see.”

Mitchell recalls being in a war-related squirmish as part of 

company Charlie 2-4, Second Battalion, Fourth Regiment, 

where not many Marines came back alive. He was also one 

of 17 who survived out of 146 troops who were ambushed 

by the Viet Cong.

“I have had experiences, even after me and my wife got 

married, where I have slept on the couch because of having a 

flashback,” he said.

Mitchell knows why it took some persuasion for his moth-

er to give her permission for him to join the Marine Corps.

“She was afraid I would go over there and get killed,” he 

said. “When I joined, the Vietnam War wasn’t going on. I 

was one of the originals who hit the beach landing on May 

5, 1965.”

Mitchell said even as bad as some of his war experiences 

were, if he had to do it all over again, he most likely would.

“I really love this country,” he said. “I have been around 

a good portion of the world and there is nowhere that even 

compares to this wonderful country we live in.”

Mitchell said one of the highlights of serving in the Ma-

rines came when Bob Hope hosted a United Service Organi-

zations show in 1965 while he was in Vietnam. 

Despite his heroics while in the service, Mitchell calls him-

self a normal, country guy who is strong-minded.

“I think serving your country is a wonderful thing to 

happen,” he said. “I think every young man, if he could do it 

without the risk of dying, should do it. You learn discipline, 

obedience and appreciation for the freedoms we have in this 

country.”

Mitchell remembers thinking lots of times he could die 

while in wartime. He knows who the heroes of wartime are: 

the ones who come home in a body bag.

“Sometimes I reflect on it and wonder why someone else 

died and not me,” he said. “I was fortunate. They gave all 

they had to give so we could live and have the freedoms we 

have today. I am just another cog in the wheel.”

MITCHELL Continued from page 24

Trisha Murphy/ Palatka Daily News 

Left:. Arnold Dee Mitchell points to the wall in his home showcasing members of his family.

Right: Arnold Dee Mitchell kneels next to some of the 11 crosses he and his wife, Valin, place on their lawn for Memorial Day 

in 2022. The white crosses had the names of 11 servicemen who were from Putnam County who were casualties of the 

Vietnam War.



 

Tim Parker

Putnam County 

Property 

Appraiser

Dear Veterans,

In celebration of Veteran’s Day, I would like to extend 
my most heartfelt thanks to our veterans, their 
families and their loved ones. Our veterans know 
sacrifice and dedication to duty. They sacrifice for 
their country and for freedom of people they may 
never meet. They serve faithfully in allegiance to our 
country.

Our duty as citizens is to protect the honor of those 
heroes who sacrifice for our freedom and safekeeping 
during their service, after their service, and in their 
passing, so that they may continue to live in dignity 
here and in our memory.

On behalf of my office, I would like to wish you and 
your family a happy and safe Veteran’s Day.

Sincerely,
Tim Parker

Putnam County Property Appraiser

pa.putnam-fl.com

May Their May Their 
Sacrifices Never Sacrifices Never 

Be ForgottenBe Forgotten

VETERANS EXEMPTIONS

If you are or anyone you know is eligible for a Veteran-related exemption, 

please call our office at 386-329-0286 for more information.

Veteran Age 65 or Older with a Combat-Related Disability Discount 
Deployed Military Exemption 

Service-Connected Disabled Veteran Exemption
Service-Connected Total and Permanent Disability Exemption
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Photos submitted by Les Sims

Above: Pictured is the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower, where Les Sims was sta-

tioned while in the Navy. Left: Les Sims stands stoic on the USS Dwight D. 

Eisenhower during his time in the Navy.

T
he current president of Armstrong Roofing in 
San Mateo saw the Navy as the next step for-
ward while growing up in St. Augustine. 

Serving in the military was Les Sims’ way toward 
new opportunities because his family couldn’t afford to 
send him to college, he said. 

“I enlisted just as soon as I could,” Sims said. 
His starting point

In 1994, 17-year-old Sims joined the Navy six days 
after graduating high school.  

Sims, who was honorably discharged from the mil-
itary as a petty officer third class, grew up swimming 

By Sarah Cavacini

Palatka Daily News

Veteran applies Navy lessons Veteran applies Navy lessons 
to civilian, business life.to civilian, business life.

FIRST IN LINEFIRST IN LINE

Les SimsLes Sims

See SIMS page 30
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Thank You for
Your Service

1000 St. Johns Avenue • Palatka  • 386-328-1412

SHOP OUR OUTLET!

10% OFF
Single item for all active 

duty and veterans.

SALUTING SALUTING 
AND SUPPORTINGAND SUPPORTING

OUR VeTeRANSOUR VeTeRANS
For their service and their sacrifice, we salute America’s 
brave Veterans. Thank you for your dedication to this 

great country and our values as a nation. Your courage 
and conviction make us proud to be Americans.

www.putnam-fl.govwww.putnam-fl.gov
Government Complex • 2509 Crill Avenue, PalatkaGovernment Complex • 2509 Crill Avenue, Palatka

Bill Pickens 
DISTRICT 1

Terry Turner 
DISTRICT 3

Larry Harvey
DISTRICT 4 

Paul Adamczyk 
DISTRICT 5

Leota Wilkinson
DISTRICT 2

SCS Roll-Off Containers

•Residential and Commercial
Construction Debris

•Household and Office Furniture
•Land Clearing and Tree Debris

•Demolition Debris

We Take Care of the Demolition Process from Start to Finish.

Commercial and Residential

We haul a wide range of debris, including the following:

Demolition License #:SBDE-015

Call Us Today   (386) 328-9898

120 South 7th St., Palatka, Florida

www.azaleacitybrewing.com

Tues - Thurs 3 pm-10 pm 
Fri  3 pm-11 pm • Sat 1 pm-11 pm 
Sun 1 pm-8 pm • Closed Monday

Just 7 blocks West of the riverfront!

FREE Pint
on Sat 11/11

for Veterans and 
Active Military

Personnel.

Saluting All Who Served Saluting All Who Served 
With Respect & Deep Gratitude.With Respect & Deep Gratitude.

Food Truck Everyday

 Live Music 

Fridays & Saturdays

www.azaleacitybrewing.com
www.putnam-fl.gov
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See SIMS page 32

and surfing. He and his friends planned to go into the 
Marines together. He didn’t plan to be a “sailor” in the 
Navy, he joked. 

Then, he graduated from Flagler-Palm Coast High 
School earlier than his friends and met a Navy recruiter. 

“(The recruiter) said, ‘You know, what do you like to 
do?’ and I told him. And he said, ‘Well, you ever thought 
of being a rescue swimmer?’” Sims recalled. 

The recruiter told Sims rescue swimmers fly around in 
helicopters, jump out and save people. 

“I’m like, ‘Well, that sounds cool. OK, let’s do that,’” 
Sims said. 

The Navy veteran said he was decked out in full gear as 
he trained in boot camp from 3 a.m. – 6: 30 p.m. daily to 

become a rescue swimmer. 
Sims, now 47, was stationed on the USS Dwight D. Ei-

senhower and was enlisted to serve four years. Although 
it was a new experience and he was away from home, he 
wasn’t scared at all. 

“I’m ambitious. I’m one of those guys who’s always 
looking for the positive in everything,” Sims said. “At no 
point, I think, in my entire military career, even in the 
bad times, was I ever scared.” 

During his first two weeks on the Eisenhower in the 
summer of 1994, Sims traveled to Haiti when the Carib-
bean country’s military overthrew their government. The 
United States’ goal in Operation Uphold Democracy was 
to restore peace, Sims said. 

SIMS Continued from page 28

Photos submitted by Les Sims

Navy veteran Les Sims stands on the USS Dwight D. 

Eisenhower in 1994 next to an air hanger his squadron 

would use during missions.
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statefarm.com®

Susan G. Helwig Ins Agcy Inc

Susan Helwig, CLU® ChFC® Agent

836 S Moody Rd., Next to Walmart

Palatka, FL 32177

Bus: 386-312-1002  Toll Free: 866-312-1002

susan@susanhelwig.com

TOWN OF 

INTERLACHEN
“Between the Lakes”

311 Atlantic Ave.

Interlachen, FL 32148

386-684-3811

“ nd the star-spangled banner
forever shall wave

O’er the land of the free and 
the home of the brave!” 

                            
Francis Scott Key

A

As we celebrate Veterans Day, we are once again 

reminded that freedom is not free. Just as America 

fought for independence in 1776, American troops 

continue to defend freedom around the world 

today. Veterans Day is a day to honor the men and 

women who have sacrificed so much to protect our 

liberty. It’s a day to proudly celebrate our great 

country and the ideals it represents.

We Proudly Salute Our VeteransWe Proudly Salute Our Veterans

The Senior Living Community of Putnam County

Our Greatest Generation Deserves
the best care.

203 S. Moody Rd., 

Palatka, FL 32177

386-222-1504
www.vintagecareliving.com

AL12812

Selecting a community for yourself or a loved 
one is never an easy task. It can be challeng-
ing to know what to look for, what to ask and 
what to consider. We can assist you in making 
the right decision and processing the necessary 
paperwork.

Veteran Assistance Available

141 Highway 17 S, East Palatka • Phone: 386-328-2698
Hours: Monday-Friday 7:30am-7pm; Saturday 8am-6pm; Sunday 9am-5pm

www.haganace.com

Hagan         HardwareHagan         Hardware

SALUTING OUR SOLDIERS ON VETERANS DAY!

Thanks to the members of 
The American Legion Post 45 - Palatka, FL

www.haganace.com
www.vintagecareliving.com


 

 N SALUTE N 32 November 9, 2023

He was one of the first rescue 

swimmers to volunteer to drop 

down onto Haiti beaches. Just two 

days prior to the drop plan, Sims 

turned 18, which meant he could 

finally spring into action. Anyone 

under 18 could not participate in 

that operation, he said.

Sims hit the beaches with attack 

helicopters and tactical vehicles. 

The Haitian military wanted to 

fight until the U.S. troops hit the 

beach, Sims said, but laid down 

their weapons after American 

forces touched down.

“We had no loss of life, not a 

shot fired,” Sims said. “That was 

the first operation and a really 

eye-opening operation that I got 

to be involved with.”

Sims said he always wanted to 

be the first to volunteer for oper-

ations. Every time officers asked 

who wanted to go on deployment, 

he immediately put up his hand. 

He didn’t have a wife or children 

at the time and didn’t ask where 

the operations would take him or 

what they planned to do. 

His mom never asked why or 

where he was being deployed 

because she didn’t want to burden 

Sims, he said, but she had many 

sleepless nights.

“You find out in hindsight that 

this took way more of a toll on my 

mom,” he said. “A lot of times, I 

couldn’t tell her I was even leaving. 

I would just have to disappear.” 

Throughout Sims’ career, his 

unit was sent on numerous opera-

tions in Bosnia, Israel and Turkey, 

among other nations. 

Being thankful 

When Sims was deployed to dif-

ferent countries, he didn’t see the 

areas most tourists visit. Instead, 

he experienced the rural sides 

of economically disadvantaged 

nations. Sims said visiting Haiti 

for the first time made him value 

just how well people have it in 

America. 

“I got to really see how they 

operate, how people live in these 

third-world countries,” he said. 

Now, he takes what he saw and 

what he learned and continues to 

pass it along to his three children. 

“I think that’s helped in some 

of their successes in their life, just 

realizing that … some of their 

problems are what I call ‘first-

world problems,’” he said. 

Sims said he met his wife, Gina, 

and had children after moving to 

Putnam County in 2000.

After his career in the Navy, 

Sims took some contracting jobs 

before ending up at Armstrong 

Roofing, where he’s worked since 

he settled in Putnam. 

Sims also stays involved with 

the community by serving as the 

chairman of the Education Foun-

dation of Putnam County and 

president of the Florida Roofing 

and Sheet Metal Contractors 

Association. Gov. Ron DeSantis 

appointed him to the Career-

Source of Florida board. 

Not only has what he experi-

enced while serving in the Navy 

helped him as a parent, but he 

applies that knowledge to his 

career, he said. Sims saw tough, 

sometimes gruesome sights while 

in the military, but it taught him 

how to handle hardships later in 

life.  

Sims said Nothing ever sur-

prised him when he was on active 

duty, and he rolled with whatever 

task came his way. He learned 

how to overcome adversity, and 

he works to teach his staff at Arm-

strong Roofing the same lessons. 

“When you think there’s no 

options in life and life is tough 

and life is bad,” Sims said, “there’s 

always an option.”

SIMS Continued from page 30

Photos submitted by Les Sims

Les Sims served in the Navy from 1994 to 

1998.

Photos submitted by Les Sims

Navy veteran Les Sims is pictured in 2023.



 

“Serving Loving Families & Preserving Living Memories”“Serving Loving Families & Preserving Living Memories”

2400 Madison Street, Palatka, FL 32177

386-312-0444 • Fax 386-312-0099
www.flaggserenitychapel.com • flaggserenity@gmail.com

Veterans:
We Salute Your 

Honorable Service

In Loving Memory of 

Sgt. John Henry 
Flagg, Sr.

U.S. Marine Corps
Jan. 7, 1926 ~ July 22, 1988

Rev. Karl N. Flagg
Licensed Funeral Director in Charge

FL. Lic# F044147

Karla N. Flagg-Wright
Licensed Funeral Director

FL. Lic# F076141
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Providing quality pest control in Putnam County for over 34 years.

431 Atlantic Avenue • Interlachen

328-BUGS (2847)    684-BUGS (2847)    1-800-940-BUGS (2847)
sentrypestfl.com

Thank YouThank You
Veterans.Veterans.

Because Of You We Enjoy Because Of You We Enjoy 
The Freedom We Have In America!The Freedom We Have In America!

Palatka District Office:  (386) 328-1432
ClayElectric.com 

www.facebook.com/clayelectric

Report an outage, pay your bill, 

check your energy use and more with 

the MyClayElectric app!

We salute all who have 
served our country. 

Thank you.

Sunshine Sunshine 
      CLEANING SERVICE      CLEANING SERVICE

386-328-3017386-328-3017

RESIDENTIAL AND 

COMMERCIAL

FREE ESTIMATES

Honoring all who served.Honoring all who served.

ST. LIC.# FED16-000004 Suellen Lightfoot 
Ritter

506 Madison St. • Palatka (386) 325-1734

Thank You, Veterans,
for your service to our country, keeping us free.
Thank you to the families of veterans, for your 

sacrifice and love and support of your loved ones.

www.sentrypestfl.com
www.clayelectric.com
www.facebook.com/clayelectric
www.flaggserenitychapel.com
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A 
veterans group in Palatka is overseeing 
construction on a memorial for military service 
members and hopes to have it completed in time 

for Memorial Day.
The VFW Post 3349 War Memorial Plaza currently 

consists of a stone walkway, benches bearing the names 
of some of America’s major military conflicts and waist-
high statues of service members clutching American 
flags. 

Post Quartermaster Gerald Shuler said work on the 
plaza has been coming along nicely but he can't wait 
to see the finished product, which will include, among 

other things, posts to erect American, Florida and 
prisoner of war flags to be used during ceremonies. 

“We’ve been working on it now for a few months,” 
Shuler said, estimating work began around January. “It’s 
still a work in progress.”

Officials at the post, 3201 Reid St., came up with the 
idea to build a memorial plaza after veteran Ron Sliter 
said he would donate money toward the cause, Shuler 
said. Sliter wanted to see a memorial that featured the 
conflict in which he served, the quartermaster said, so 
post officials matched his donation and began laying out 
plans.

VFWVFW to honor veterans  to honor veterans 
with memorial plazawith memorial plaza

By Brandon D. Oliver

Palatka Daily News

This story was originally published in the March 29, 2023, edition of the Palatka Daily News

File Photo/ Palatka Daily News

Two statues of U.S. service members holding American flags have been placed at the VFW Post 3349 War Memorial 

Plaza.



 “We had a Korean War veteran,” Shuler said. “He said he 
would donate $5,000 toward a memorial that included the 
Korean War.”

The two memorial plaza benches – which list World War 
I, World War II, Korea, Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan 
– are situated around a fire pit that will be used for 
ceremonies, Shuler said. The post last year purchased the 
adjoining lot to its west, which still needs to be cleared 
before more benches and a walkway can be added, he said. 

Although the lot wasn’t purchased to be used for a 
memorial, Shuler said, post officials ultimately decided to 
use it for part of the project. 

“Eventually, we’re going to have some benches out there 
for a place to sit and a footpath that goes out to the water,” 
he said, pointing to the stream that flows nearby. 

Shuler said the post wants to have the project completed 
by May 29 so Memorial Day and, later, Veterans Day 
ceremonies can take place there every year. 

The site can also be used for memorial services for 
veterans who have passed away, Shuler added. To do so, he 
said, the deceased service member’s family would need to 
contact the post to coordinate the service. 

Aside from its ceremonial uses, the plaza will be a place 
where veterans can visit – alone or with their families – to 
simply reflect on their time in the military and remember 
the people who served with them, Shuler said. 

“For veterans,” he said, “they can come, sit and collect 
their thoughts, remember things.”

For information or to inquire about visiting the 
memorial plaza when it’s finished, call Post 3349 at 
386-328-2863.

www.StJohnsPowersports.com

ph: (386) 328-3388

fax: (386) 328-3066

2120 Reid St.

Palatka, FL 32177
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File Photo/ Palatka Daily News

Gerald Shuler, the quartermaster of VFW Post 3349 in 

Palatka, stands at the memorial plaza the group is having 

built.

www.powersports.com
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Veterans Day is a great time for Veterans Day is a great time for 
anyone to learn more about the anyone to learn more about the 

various branches of the U.S. military.various branches of the U.S. military.

Learn more atLearn more at
todaysmilitary.comtodaysmilitary.com

Post Office Box 11192, Tallahassee, FL 32302

Happy Veterans Day!

Today I am reminded of the brave men 
and women whose service 

and sacrifices have protected our 
freedom for generations.

Veterans like my father,
Col. W. H. Payne.

Landed
D-Day Campaign,
and fought in the

Battle of the Bulge, WWII.

Thanks to all of our Veterans!
Col. W. H. Payne

District 20

Brandon D. Oliver/Palatka Daily News

JROTC cadets carry the American and Florida flags during the Palatka Junior-Senior High School Homecoming Parade in October.

Palatka Daily News

T
he Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps operates in more 
than 1,700 private and public high schools and mentors 

about 314,000 cadets annually, according to usarmyjrotc.com.
Crescent City, Interlachen and Palatka junior-senior high 

schools have JROTC programs that provide cadets with 
discipline, leadership skills and career options after graduating 
from high school.

According to the website, 50% of JROTC cadets are minorities 
and 40% are female. Nationwide, the program is led by about 
4,000 instructors who are retired from active duty, reserve duty 
or National Guard Army service.

www.usarmyjrotc.com
www.todaysmilitary.com


 

We honor all We honor all 
Veterans who Veterans who 
have given of have given of 
their lives for their lives for 

freedom!freedom!

Putting You First!

Palatka Main Office Crescent City St. Augustine
306 South Palm Avenue 112 North Summit Street 1700 US Hwy 1 South

Palatka, FL 32177 Crescent City, FL 32112 St. Augustine, FL 32084

(386) 328-5555 (386) 698-1883 (904) 481-8100

Not a member? Join today by calling one of our branches or go to 

www.firstcoastccu.com

Membership is open to everyone who lives, works, attend school or

owns a business in Putnam, Flagler and St. Johns counties.
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It is on November 11, that we remember the 
contributions of the men and women who fought 
for freedom in our armed forces.

To those who are still with us, we offer our deep 
thanks. For those who are gone, their spirits live 
on in the hearts of those for whom they fought.

PALATKA DAILY NEWSPALATKA DAILY NEWS

www.firstcoastccu.com
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FOOD PANTRIES 

OR MEALS

SHARING PUTNAM'S 

BOUNTY

521 S. 13th St. in Palatka

972-0875

Hours: Tuesdays and Fridays, 

9 a.m.- 1 p.m.

Call for eligibility requirements.

ST. MONICA CATHOLIC 

CHURCH FOOD PANTRY

114 S. Fourth St. in Palatka

325-9777

Provides assistance where 

veterans can receive food 

every Thursday. 

9 a.m.- 11:30 a.m.

 or until food runs out.

stmonicacatholicchurch.com

BREAD OF LIFE

320 N. Fifth St. in Palatka

328-0213

Serves lunch daily to homeless 

or those in need. Accepts no 

governmental assistance. Relies 

solely on community and church 

contributions of money and 

supplies. In operation for more 

than 30 years.

Hours: Monday through Saturday, 

11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m.

INTERLACHEN SOUP KITCHEN

155 N. County Road 315 in 

Interlachen

972-1045

Hours: 11 a.m.-1 p.m. 

Monday through Friday

Ministry founded in 2011 by 

David and Linda Yonts and 

averages more than 100 meals 

per day. 

ST. VINCENT DE PAUL 

SOCIETY OF ST. JOHNS 

CONFERENCE

111 N. Francis St. in Interlachen

684-2797

About 15 miles from Palatka

Offers assistance in clothing, 

financial assistance with utility 
bills, referrals, furniture and food.

Store hours: Tuesday, Thursday, 

Friday & Saturday, 10 a.m.-4 p.m.

• Offering financial assistance, 
clothing and furniture.

Hours: Tuesday and Friday, 

10 a.m.-3 p.m. 

• Offering food assistance 

Tuesday and Thursday, 

10 a.m.-3 p.m. 

• Financial assistance only 

available on Fridays 

10 a.m. - 4 p.m.

• Second Friday, 9 - 11 a.m. is 
farmers market food drop.

SOUTH PUTNAM CHRISTIAN 

SERVICE CENTER

301 Cypress Avenue

Crescent City

698-1944

Provides a food pantry. Serves 

South Putnam County from 

Dunns Creek Bridge south

 to the county line. 

Food available every 30 days.

Hours: Tuesdays 

9:30 a.m.-1:30 p.m. 

Check social media for hours 
changed.

HOUSING / BILL PAYING 

ASSISTANCE

HEART OF PUTNAM

521 S. 13th St. in Palatka

972-0875

Hours: Tuesdays and Fridays,
9 a.m.- 1 p.m.

Call for eligibility requirements.

PUTNAM HABITAT FOR 

HUMANITY INC.

2506 Crill Ave. in Palatka

325-5862 / fax 325-3939

Home repairs, critical and 

emergency to homeowners. 

Sign up to volunteer to help build 

Veterans Village of Palatka @ 

www.putnamhabitat.org

Monday through Friday

9 a.m. - 4 p.m.

SOUTH PUTNAM CHRISTIAN 

SERVICE CENTER

301 Cypress Avene

Crescent City

698-1944

Provides emergency utility & 

propane services.

AMERICAN LEGION, 

BERT HODGE POST 45

(veterans only)

316 Osceola St. in Palatka

328-6976

VOLUNTEERS OF AMERICA, 

CYPRESS GLEN GAINESVILLE

2130 NW 31st Ave. 

Building G-6, Gainesville

352-519-8755 or

gainesvillessvfinfo@voa-fla.org
Offers transitional housing to 

homeless veterans. Currently 

accepting referrals for immediate 

occupancy. Services offered 

for housing, counseling, case 

management & other health-

related services, as well as 

training education & employment 

services. We encourage 

homeless veterans to regain self-

sufficiency while living in a safe 
and supportive environment.

Veterans ResourcesVeterans Resources

www.stmonicacatholicchurch.com
www.putnamhabitat.org


 

THANK YOU.

COMMITMENT.
FOR YOUR

COURAGE.
YOUR

CONTRIBUTION.
AND YOUR

On Veterans Day, Georgia-Pacifi c is proud to honor the men 

and women who have served in the U.S. Armed Forces. 

We honor you today, and we pledge to remember 

your commitment forever.

©2019 Georgia-Pacific LLC. All rights reserved.
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Now Offering Telehealth Visits
for your convenience!

Discounted Pricing for Eligible Patients   •  Most Insurance Accepted, Including Medicaid & Medicare

Medical  •  Dental  •  Mental Health  •  Pharmacy  
Dental appointments available, too!  Palatka  •  2503 President Street  •  (386) 328-7638 

Discounted Pricing for Eligible Patients   •  Most Insurance Accepted, Including Medicaid & Medicare

Medical  •  Dental  •  Mental Health  •  Pharmacy  
Dental appointments available, too!  Palatka  •  2503 President Street  •  (386) 328-7638 


