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Department Vice Commander
Brian Carpenter

When we gathered our Zone and District
Commanders together for our
membership Zoom meetings, yes, we
had numbers to discuss. We had goals to
set, percentages to look at and
expectations for the year ahead. But I
came away from those conversations
thinking about something much bigger
than a number on a membership report.
I came away thinking about
communication. From those leaders who
joined us, I heard people who were
already talking with their Posts, getting
to know their leadership and looking for
ways to strengthen the organization in
their areas. What stood out even more
was what happened after the meetings
ended. I told them I was here to help,
and they started reaching out. To me,
that said a lot. Sometimes our leaders
don't need another directive. They need
to know somebody is standing beside
them. They need encouragement, a
reminder that they aren't doing this
alone and an open line of
communication when they need help
working through a problem or
developing an idea. That is the kind of
membership culture I want us to build in
Montana.
Retention Begins With Belonging
We talk a lot about membership numbers
in The American Legion. We have goals
to reach and milestones to celebrate, and
those things are important. I would
certainly like to see Montana reach 100
percent membership. But I believe our
greatest opportunity for growth is
retention. Retention isn't simply getting
someone to pay their dues for another
year. It is creating a community among
veterans and their families that is worth
continuing to belong to. Not every
member is going to attend a monthly
meeting. They shouldn't have to attend
one to feel like they matter.

Membership Is More Than a Number 

Maybe their connection is a community
event. Maybe it is supporting Boys State
or another Legion program. Maybe it's
riding with the Legion Riders,
volunteering on a service project,
helping another veteran or showing up
once or twice a year when something
matters to them. There are a hundred
different ways someone can belong.
Our job is to help them find theirs.
When people find purpose in the
organization, they have a reason to stay.
When they know what their Post is
doing and understand the difference
The American Legion is making, they
have something they can take pride in.
That's retention.
We Have to Tell Our Story
Historically, I think we have sometimes
put too much emphasis on chasing new
members, reaching the next percentage
point or earning the next membership
award. Recruiting new members
absolutely matters. We need new
veterans, new ideas and new
generations stepping forward. But we
cannot recruit our way out of a
retention problem. We also haven't
always done a good enough job telling
people about the incredible things The
American Legion is already doing.
That is especially important in
Montana.
A Post's responsibility doesn't end at
the walls of its Post home or at the city
limits of the community where that
building happens to sit. Many of our
Posts serve veterans scattered across
large rural areas. Those veterans may
never walk through the doors of a Post
home, but they should still know that
The American Legion is there for them.
They should know about our programs.
They should know about the veterans
we're helping. They should know about
the young people we're supporting. 

They should know when we're serving
our communities. Most importantly,
they should know they are invited to be
part of it.
Programs Are the Cornerstone of
Membership
I don't see programs and membership
as two separate things. Programs are
the cornerstone of membership. They
are the reason someone wants to
belong. They give our members
something to rally around, something
to support and something meaningful
to do. Our programs put The American
Legion into our communities. They
introduce families to who we are. They
give veterans opportunities to continue
serving after their military service has
ended. They also give us our story to
tell. When a Post supports a youth
program, conducts a Buddy Check,
helps a veteran, participates in a
community event, supports a school,
raises money for a cause or finds some
entirely new way to serve its
community, that is membership work.
People want to be part of organizations
that are doing something. So let's give
them something worth belonging to.
Think Outside the Box
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I know some Post leaders look around
and wonder where the next generation of
members is going to come from. Some of
our Posts are small. Some serve very
rural communities. Some don't have a
Post home or a large group of volunteers.
My challenge to them is simple:
It's time to start thinking outside the box.
Let's look at what we have available to us
and figure out what we can do instead of
concentrating on what we can't. Every
Post doesn't have to look the same. What
works in one of our larger communities
may not work in a town of 500 people.
What works for one generation of
veterans may not connect with another.
A successful Post doesn't have to have a
building full of people at a monthly
meeting. It needs veterans who know
they belong to something that matters.
Communication Starts With Leadership
One thing I believe strongly is that
communication is a leadership
responsibility. One hundred percent of it.
Leadership should know what is
happening at every level we are
responsible for, and we have a duty to
carry that information to the people we
serve.
Department communicates with Zones.
Zones communicate with Districts.
Districts communicate with Posts. Posts
communicate with their members.
And communication needs to travel back
up that same line. That is why I plan to
continue meeting monthly with our Zone
and District Commanders throughout
this membership year. Those meetings
aren't intended to simply ask, "What's
your percentage?" I want to hear what
our Posts are doing. I want our District
Commanders talking with their Posts
between meetings and encouraging them
to get active in their communities. Then I
want them coming back and telling us
what happened.

Membership Is More Than a Number 

What worked? What didn't? What did a
Post try that another Post might be able
to use? Where is somebody struggling?
Where can Department help? And
where is something happening that
deserves to be celebrated? If we keep
those conversations going, we begin
breaking down the silos that too often
exist between our Posts, Districts,
Zones and Department. Instead of
eleven Districts trying to solve the same
problem eleven different ways, we can
start learning from one another.
If You Don't Know Where to Start
If a Post Commander sat across from
me today and said, "Brian, I don't know
how to grow my Post anymore," I
wouldn't start by handing them a
membership goal. I'd start asking
questions. What's the average age of
your membership? What have you
already tried to recruit new members?
What programs are you actively
working? Are you involved with youth
in your community? Have you looked at
opportunities to build or grow a Legion
Riders chapter? Have you tried events
that don't just invite the veteran, but
welcome their spouse, children and
family? And maybe most importantly:
Who aren't you reaching right now, and
why? There isn't going to be one answer
that works for every Post in Montana.
That's why we have to stop looking for a
single membership formula and start
looking at the communities we're
actually serving. If your membership is
getting older, what are you offering that
would interest a 35-year-old veteran
with kids? If people aren't coming to
meetings, maybe the first question
shouldn't be, "Why won't they come to
our meeting?" Maybe it should be,
"What can we do that they would want
to come to?" If you don't have a youth
program, what opportunity exists in 

your community to start one or support
one? If veterans in your area are
interested in motorcycles, outdoor
activities, service projects or family
events, how can you use those interests
to introduce them to the Legion?
Growth starts with understanding who
is around you, asking what they need
and being willing to try something
different.
How I Will Measure Success
Would I like Montana to earn 100
percent membership this year?
Absolutely. But when this membership
year ends, I'm going to look at more
than the final percentage. I want to see
growth on our charters, but I also want
to see growth in communication. I want
District Commanders who know their
Post Commanders. I want Post
Commanders who know their
members. I want members who know
what their Post is doing. I want to hear
District Commanders come into our
monthly meetings excited to tell us
about something one of their Posts
tried.
I want to see a good idea from one
corner of Montana picked up and
adapted by a Post somewhere else.
And I want veterans throughout
Montana—even those who live miles
away from the nearest Post home—to
understand that The American Legion
is active in their community and that
there is a place for them within it.
If we accomplish those things, I believe
the membership numbers will follow.
Because ultimately, membership isn't
about collecting another dues payment
or putting another name on a roster.
It's about giving veterans and their
families a reason to belong, a place to
serve and a purpose that keeps them
coming back.
That's the growth I'm looking for.









The American Legion Family gathered in Louisville, Kentucky, Aug. 28 through Sept. 3, 2026, for the 107th
National Convention, a week that combined service, advocacy, training, remembrance and celebration while

setting the organization’s direction for the coming year. Legionnaires joined members of the Sons of The
American Legion, American Legion Auxiliary and American Legion Riders, along with national staff,

government officials, military leaders and veterans advocates at the Kentucky International Convention
Center and throughout Louisville.

Louisville’s return as a convention city carried special meaning. The city had been scheduled to host The
American Legion’s 2020 national convention, but that gathering was canceled because of the COVID-19
public-health emergency. Six years later, the Legion Family finally returned. Before the formal business

began, about 55 Legion Family volunteers worked at historic Greenwood Cemetery, clearing vegetation and
improving the grounds around nearly 900 veterans’ graves. The project provided a fitting start to a

convention centered on the idea that service continues long after military service ends.
Veterans advocacy remained at the heart of the week. During the National Convention claims clinic,

accredited American Legion Veterans Service Officers worked with VA personnel to assist veterans with
claims and benefits questions. By the end of the clinic, 263 veterans from 21 states, along with one veteran

from Norway, had received assistance. Be the One suicide-prevention training also drew standing-room-only
crowds, emphasizing the importance of recognizing warning signs, asking direct questions and connecting

veterans with appropriate help. Medal of Honor recipient Donald “Doc” Ballard encouraged posts to
strengthen their efforts to prevent veteran suicide and to mentor younger veterans.

One of the biggest policy discussions centered on the Take Care of America’s Veterans Act, or TCAVA. The
legislation includes numerous veterans priorities, including the Major Richard Star Act, Love Lives On Act,

VITAL Act, HONOR Act and SAVES Act. Outgoing National Commander Dan K. Wiley emphasized that TCAVA
would advance portions of 30 existing American Legion national resolutions, making clear that support for

the legislation is rooted in policy previously established by Legion delegates and the National Executive
Committee. Wiley also highlighted the Legion’s broader advocacy efforts, including more than 450,000

messages sent to Congress through the Grassroots Action Center during his year and more than $29 billion
in VA benefits obtained with assistance from American Legion service officers.

Veterans issues received additional attention from VA Secretary Doug Collins, who addressed delegates on
changes underway at the Department of Veterans Affairs, suicide prevention and other priorities. Women

veterans’ health care was discussed during the Veterans Affairs & Rehabilitation Commission meeting, with
panelists addressing progress as well as continuing challenges involving access, consistency and navigation

of specialized services. The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency also updated Legionnaires on the
continuing effort to account for missing American servicemembers, reinforcing The American Legion’s

longstanding commitment to the POW/MIA mission.
The convention repeatedly returned to the importance of preparing the next generation. Student Veterans of
America President and CEO Cory Boatwright encouraged posts to build stronger relationships with student

veterans, while Ballard challenged longtime Legionnaires to mentor younger veterans and eventually give
them opportunities to lead. Retired Air Force Lt. Col. Rob “Waldo” Waldman carried the same message into

his keynote address, using the concept of a wingman to emphasize leadership, accountability and teamwork.
Service and fundraising were also prominent throughout the week. The 20th anniversary American Legion

Legacy Run raised more than $1 million for the Veterans & Children Foundation, which supports Temporary
Financial Assistance for eligible military and veteran families and helps fund training for American Legion 

Service, Advocacy and a New Direction: Inside The American Legion’s 107th National Convention
By The American Legion Department of Montana





There are moments in The American Legion when you realize you
are standing in the middle of something much bigger than
yourself. Walking onto the stage at the 107th American Legion
National Convention in Louisville to present Montana’s donation
to The American Legion Veterans & Children Foundation was one
of those moments for me. For the first time, Montana was part of
the American Legion Riders donation presentation on the
National Convention stage. I was fortunate enough to be the one
carrying our check — but I want to be very clear:
I was only carrying it. Montana earned it.
For the past three years, we have been working to grow the
American Legion Riders program in Montana. It hasn’t happened
overnight. It has taken miles on motorcycles, conversations
around tables, chapters working together, relationships being
built and rebuilt, and people willing to believe in what we were
trying to accomplish.
Most importantly, we have tried to keep bringing everything back
to one thing: Service. This year, that work took another big step
forward with our own Montana Legacy Run.
What started as an idea became Riders on the road. Communities
welcomed us. Businesses supported us. Posts and chapters
stepped up. Legion Family members volunteered. People opened
their wallets because they believed in the mission. Then
somehow, a few weeks later, I found myself standing backstage in
Louisville waiting for Montana’s name to be called. When it was, I
wasn’t walking onto that stage alone. Carol Gruwell and Lowell
Long stood behind me as we represented Montana together. I may
have been the one who stepped forward to make the presentation,
but having Carol and Lowell standing there mattered to me. It was
a visible reminder that none of what we accomplished belonged to
one person. And, truthfully, there should have been a whole lot
more people standing behind us. Every Montana Rider who put
miles on the road. Every chapter that helped us grow. Every Post
and Legion Family member who supported the vision. Every
volunteer who worked an event. Every business that sponsored
us. Every person who handed us a donation because they believed
in what we were doing. They were represented on that stage too.
Standing there with Carol and Lowell, looking out from a National
Convention stage where Montana had never made this
presentation before, was hard to put into words.
It wasn’t my moment. It was Montana’s moment.
I was simply humbled to be the person trusted to carry our check
across that stage. And then you start watching the other
departments come forward. One after another, American Legion
Riders from across this country walked onto that same stage
carrying the results of the work they had done back home.
Some checks were a few thousand dollars. Others were tens of 
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thousands. Texas alone presented more than $116,000.
But standing there, you quickly realized nobody was measuring
the importance of a department by the size of its check. Every
check had a story behind it. Every dollar represented somebody
doing the work back home. A Rider putting miles on a motorcycle.
A chapter organizing a fundraiser. A Post opening its doors. A
business writing a sponsorship check. A volunteer giving up a
Saturday. Or somebody simply reaching into their pocket because
they wanted to help a veteran or a military family they may never
meet. By the time everything was counted, the 2026 Legacy Run
effort had raised $1,011,563 for The American Legion Veterans &
Children Foundation.
More than a million dollars.
Standing there and watching that happen changes the way you
look at those numbers. Because those aren't just dollars on
oversized checks. Those dollars can put food on a table. They can
help keep the lights on. They can help keep a veteran's family in
their home when an unexpected financial crisis hits. They also
help support the training and accreditation of American Legion
service officers who fight every day to make sure veterans and
their families receive the benefits they have earned. That is the
mission we were standing there for. One of the other great honors
of Louisville was having the opportunity to meet and spend time
with National American Legion Riders Chairman David Heredia
Jr. Getting to know David, listening to him and hearing his vision
for the Riders reinforced a lot of what we have been trying to
build in Montana. The motorcycle may be what brings many of us
through the door.
The mission is what keeps us there. Ride with purpose. Serve
where you are. Take care of veterans and their families.
Strengthen the communities we call home. And never forget that
the patch on our backs connects us to something much larger
than our own chapter or our own state. Some of the most valuable
moments in Louisville didn't happen on a stage at all. They
happened in hallways. Over a handshake. Sitting around a table.
Talking with Riders from another state about something that
worked for them. Comparing challenges. Trading ideas.
Meeting people you may have only known by a name, a patch or a
Facebook post before Louisville. There is a brotherhood within
the American Legion Riders that is difficult to explain until you
experience it. You can meet somebody from the other side of the
country and within minutes you're talking about your chapters,
your veterans, your rides, what you're struggling with and what
you're trying to build. That networking matters. Because Montana
doesn't have to reinvent the wheel. There are Riders across this
country who have spent years building successful programs and
who are willing to share what they have learned. We can learn 
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from them, bring ideas home and use those
relationships to make our own program
stronger.
But Louisville reminded me of something
else, too.
Montana has something to bring to that
brotherhood.
We may still be growing. Our Legacy Run
may still be young.
But what is happening here is something we
should be proud of. Three years ago, I don't
know that I could have imagined Montana
walking across that National Convention
stage as part of this presentation.
This year, we did.
Not because of one person. Not because of
one chapter. And definitely not because of
the guy who happened to be holding the
check. We were there because Montana's
Riders and our Legion Family have spent
the last three years building something
together. To every Rider who rode, every
volunteer who worked, every business that
sponsored us, every Post and chapter that
supported us, and every person who
donated along the way:
You were on that stage with Carol, Lowell
and me. We were simply fortunate enough
to represent you. And standing there
watching department after department
come forward until, collectively, the
American Legion Riders crossed that $1
million mark, I couldn't help but think
about what happens when thousands of people decide to move in the same direction.
One Rider can't do that. One chapter can't do that. One department can't do that. But together, we did.
The National Legacy Run celebrated its 20th anniversary this year. What began in 2006 has grown into a nationwide mission that has
raised millions of dollars to support the children and families of our nation's veterans.
Now Montana gets to say that we are part of that story. Our chapter in it is still pretty young. In a lot of ways, we're just getting started.
But we're in it now.
And I will always be grateful and incredibly humbled that Carol, Lowell and I had the privilege of standing on that stage when Montana
took that first walk.
It was an honor to represent our Riders. It was an honor to represent our Legion Family. And it was an honor to represent Montana.
Now we go home. We keep building. We keep riding.
We keep strengthening the brotherhood.
And most importantly, we keep serving.



More Than a Name: Sons of The American Legion Leave
Louisville Focused on Legacy, Growth and Service

The 54th National Convention of the Sons of The American Legion
(SAL), held Aug. 28-30, 2026, in Louisville, Kentucky, was about more
than conducting the annual business of a national organization.
Delegates from across the country gathered to recognize
achievement, conduct committee business, receive leadership
training, remember those who served and elect the national
leadership that will guide an organization now exceeding 400,000
members. The convention also offered a clear look at an organization
experiencing historic growth while preparing for its second century
of service.
The SAL finished the 2025 membership year with a record 404,941
members, its third consecutive membership record. Membership has
increased every year since reliable national records began in 1983,
with the exceptions of 2020 and 2021 during the COVID-19
pandemic. That growth creates a new challenge: turning
membership numbers into active participation and meaningful
service. Convention training addressed communications, public
speaking, relationships between squadrons and American Legion
posts, resolutions and networking, emphasizing the importance of
developing capable local leaders.
Service remained at the center of the convention. A Children &
Youth Academy introduced young members of the Legion Family to
flag etiquette, a flag retirement ceremony and American history. The
SAL also continued its substantial support of The American Legion
Child Well-Being Foundation, which provides grants to organizations
serving children. Since 1988, the Sons have contributed more than
$10 million to the foundation, demonstrating how local fundraisers
and community activities can become significant national support
for children. SAL members also contributed to the larger Legion
Family mission supporting veterans, military families and children
through programs such as the Veterans & Children Foundation.
The convention marked the conclusion of National Commander
William “Bill” Clancy III’s year of service. Clancy built his
administration around the simple message of “We,” emphasizing that
the Sons are strongest when they work as part of the entire American
Legion Family. That philosophy was demonstrated throughout the
year through participation in events such as the American Legion
Legacy Run and efforts supporting veterans and children. His
message also emphasized bringing younger generations into
patriotic and historical activities so they can experience the meaning
of service firsthand.
Delegates elected Thom Skelley of Texas as the 2026-2027 SAL
National Commander. A 21-year SAL member and former
Detachment of Texas commander, Skelley traces his eligibility to 
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his father, William M. Skelley Sr., who served in the Pacific
Theater during World War II. Skelley carries his father's dog
tags and infantry patch, and that connection to his father's
service is reflected in his national commander's coin and pin.
Skelley's message for the coming year centers on a simple
idea: “Every Member Matters.” He encouraged leaders to
learn what motivates individual members and find
meaningful ways for them to become involved. He also offered
another phrase that captures the membership challenge
facing the organization: “Sons are born, members are made.”
Eligibility may come through a veteran's service, but active
membership requires engagement, connection and a reason
to serve.
Skelley also announced a national project focused on
POW/MIA awareness and remembrance. His initiative
encourages SAL squadrons to establish POW/MIA
remembrance tables in local restaurants, with a customizable
poster available for squadrons that cannot establish a physical
table. The goal is to honor those who remain unaccounted for
while educating the public about America's continuing
commitment to bringing them home.
The convention also highlighted the accomplishments of
young SAL members. The color guard from Squadron 29 in
Lenoir, North Carolina, repeated as the Open Class champion
in The American Legion National Color Guard Contest. The
team's success, along with the achievements of young people
throughout the Legion Family, demonstrates how the Sons
can connect veterans' service with the next generation.
As Louisville's convention came to a close, the message was
clear: the Sons of The American Legion is no longer simply
defined by its membership eligibility. It is a growing national
organization with a significant role in supporting veterans,
children, Americanism and the larger Legion Family. The
transition from Clancy's “We” to Skelley's “Every Member
Matters” reinforces the same fundamental principle—that the
strength of the organization depends on individuals finding
their place in a larger mission.
The SAL's future will ultimately be measured not only by how
many names appear on its membership rolls, but by how
many members turn that connection to a veteran's legacy into
service in their communities. In Louisville, the Sons left with
record membership, new leadership and a renewed focus on
making sure every member has an opportunity to carry that
legacy forward.



A significant change adopted at The American Legion’s 107th
National Convention in Louisville will expand who may be eligible
to become a member of the American Legion Auxiliary. On
September 2, 2026, delegates to The American Legion National
Convention approved an amendment to Article XIII, Section 2 of
the National Constitution, changing Auxiliary eligibility language to
include qualifying family members regardless of gender. The
adopted amendment is now in effect.
What Changed?
For generations, the American Legion Auxiliary has been an
important part of the Legion Family, carrying forward a
tremendous tradition of service to veterans, military families and
communities. The newly adopted language expands the pool of
family members who may continue that tradition.
Under the amended language, Auxiliary membership eligibility
includes qualifying:

Grandparents
Parents
Siblings
Spouses
Direct or adopted descendants within two degrees of
consanguinity

Importantly, those categories are no longer limited by gender. That
means fathers, grandfathers, brothers, sons and grandsons may
now qualify for membership in the American Legion Auxiliary on
the same basis as their female counterparts, provided their
eligibility is established through a qualifying American Legion
member or qualifying veteran. For descendants, the adopted
language limits eligibility to two degrees of consanguinity, meaning
children and grandchildren, whether by birth or legal adoption.
According to the interpretation circulated following the
convention, step-relatives, great-grandchildren and relatives
beyond the second degree are not included under this provision.
Women who are eligible for membership in The American Legion
in their own right also remain eligible for membership in the
American Legion Auxiliary.
When Does the Change Take Effect?
The amendment passed at the National Convention and is
considered effective now. The information circulated to
Department leadership explains that Auxiliary eligibility is defined
by reference to The American Legion National Constitution;
therefore, the change does not require another American Legion
National Convention vote. The American Legion Auxiliary also
approved similar language during its National Convention.
There is, however, an important distinction between eligibility and
implementation.

American Legion Auxiliary Eligibility Expands Following National Convention
Because the change was adopted only recently, national
publications, websites, membership systems and application
materials may not yet reflect the new language. Formal guidance
regarding how newly eligible members should be processed was
still pending when the information was circulated on September
10.
Members and Unit officers should therefore expect additional
information as National Headquarters and American Legion
Auxiliary National Headquarters update their procedures and
materials.
What Does This Mean for the Legion Family?
This change has the potential to bring more military and veteran
families directly into the work of the American Legion Auxiliary.
A son who grew up attending Legion events with his veteran
mother or father may now have an opportunity to serve through
the Auxiliary. A brother who wants to honor his sibling's military
service may have a place within the organization. Fathers and
grandfathers who have watched their families serve may now be
able to become active participants themselves.
For Montana, where many Posts and Units depend upon families
working together to serve their communities, that could create
new opportunities for membership, volunteerism and
involvement.
It also gives our Legion Family another reason to have
conversations with the people already around us.
Rather than asking only, “Who do we know who might join?” we
can begin asking, “Who in our Legion families has wanted to help
but previously didn't have a place to belong?”
What Should Units Do Now?
Units should be aware of the eligibility change and should not
automatically turn away a potentially eligible male family member
simply because existing applications, websites or printed
materials still contain the previous language.
The guidance circulated among Department leadership
recommends welcoming inquiries and collecting contact
information from newly eligible individuals while awaiting
updated processing instructions and application materials.
The American Legion Department of Montana will continue to
share additional information as official implementation guidance
and updated materials become available.
In the meantime, this is an exciting opportunity to start a larger
conversation about the future of our Legion Family.
The mission hasn't changed.
Our commitment to veterans hasn't changed.
But the number of family members who may now have the
opportunity to stand beside us in carrying that mission forward
has grown.
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