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Bluewater Bay surgeon gets Bronze Star
By S. A. Burchett
Correspondent

Lt. Col. Patrick S. Brannan of
Parkwood Estates in Bluewater
Bay, assigned to the 96th Surgical
Operations Squadron, 96th
Medical Group, was presented a
Bronze Star July 11 for
Meritorious Achievement while
deployed in support of Operation
Enduring Freedom, in
Afghanistan during a ceremony
presided over by Col. Sal
Nodjomian, 96th Air Base Wing
Commander. 

The Bronze Star Medal is a
United States Armed Forces indi-
vidual military decoration award-
ed for bravery, acts of merit, or
meritorious service. It is the
nation’s ninth-highest decoration
and the fourth-highest combat
award of the U.S. Armed Forces.
The men provided more than
1,000 surgeries, not just for U.S.
service members but also for
locals who were innocent
bystanders during attacks and
also the native children who were

in need of surgical intervention. 
Brannan completed 604 life-

saving operations on United
States and local national patients
as part of a forward deployed sur-
gical element at the busiest oper-
ating room in the area of respon-
sibility.

After insurgents attacked a
market, Brannan directed the sur-
gical care of critically injured
patients, 31 of whom required
emergency surgery. During this
12-hour mass casualty response,
he saved the lives of critically
wounded patients, including chil-

dren. Brannan credits his pre-
deployment training, preparation
and experienced people to rely on
for help during the mass casualty.

“Any time you have a situa-
tion like that, people who maybe
aren’t medics will come out to
help as well,” he said. “If it’s a
situation like that, it’s all hands
on deck. You rely on everyone
around you.”

As for receiving the Bronze
Star, Brannan said he feels hum-
bled.

“I had a great team; I was just
a part of a team that was doing all
this,” he said. “The fact that they
gave me this is undeserved. I feel
blessed; I feel humbled.” 

Nodjomian also said, “Those
types of counter-insurgency oper-
ations, the types of things that
they did, go so far, as far as good
will.” They will go on and talk
about these great Americans in a
much better way than (as a result
of) some of the other tactics
we’ve been known to use in the
past.”

By Tess Hollis
Beacon Staff Writer

Forget the sun, sand and
surf—youth from Mission
Okaloosa got down and dirty
for one week to spread fellow-
ship throughout the communi-
ty. 

The various acts of kind-
ness and hours of volunteer
work were all part of Mission
Okaloosa, a program started
by Niceville United Methodist
Church to teach kids what it
means to serve others. 

The campers were split into
nine groups; each with a mis-
sion of helping a specific
organization in the area.
According to the church’s
middle school minister, Tyler
Fuller, 100 area middle-school
pre-teens and 30 adult volun-
teers participated in the pro-
gram this year. Most of the
volunteers who participated
were from the Niceville area,
with a few from Destin and
Crestview.

This year, the sites included
the Emerald Coast Autism
Center; Grace Rides, which
uses horses to help overcome
emotional and physical chal-
lenges; Choctaw Beach United
Methodist Church Vacation
Bible School; Harvest
Vineyard, a faith-based organi-
zation for those struggling
with drugs or alcohol;
Children in Crisis, which pro-
vides homes for abused and
neglected children in
Northwest Florida; and Youth
Village. 

This is the program’s third
year, which is funded by a cost
the campers pay to participate,
as well as donations made to
various Okaloosa County
churches.

Fuller said the sites are cho-
sen based on personal relation-
ships with each organization.
The exception this year was
Youth Village in Fort Walton

Beach.
“We read about Youth

Village in The Bay Beacon,”
he said. “I went and visited
Ms. Nellie and just fell in love
with her,” Fuller said. 

Youth Village is a non-prof-
it organization that was formed
by Nellie Bogar, of Niceville,
to create a safe place to
provide various educa-
tional and recreational
services to children
ages 5 through 16. The
organization is home to
an afterschool program
and summer camp.

The group assigned
to Youth Village spent
the week sprucing up the
grounds, building storage cub-
bies for the children and mak-
ing new signs to make the
organization more visible from
the road. 

Dirae McMullen, supervisor
for the Youth Village group,
said they were basically look-
ing to do anything that would

“make the place better.”
“This is a good way to start

fellowship,” she said. “The
kids have been phenomenal.
They are being exposed to the
real world, to the world around
them. The main purpose is to
watch how God works through
these kids.”

Lindsay Schmidt, who
attends Destiny Worship
Center in Miramar Beach, was
more than happy to help paint
a fence around the playground
at Youth Village.

“It doesn’t really feel like
work,” she said. “It’s been fun
hanging out with people from
different churches and also

meeting the kids at Youth
Village.”

Bogar said she was most
impressed with the tirelessness
of the volunteers.

“They helped me show the
Youth Village children that we
are all here to serve and help
one another, and not just look

out for ourselves,” she
said. 

Even though the
youth worked hard dur-
ing the day, Bogar said
they still had the ener-
gy to dance and partici-
pate in acting scenes
with the Youth Village
children. 

“I want to keep them
all here with us,” Bogar said.
“A couple of the older kids
have agreed to come back and
volunteer with us when school
begins in August.”

After a hard day’s work at
Youth Village and the other
volunteer sites, the Okaloosa
adolescents convened at First
United Methodist Church

Crestview where they stayed
for the entire week. Each
night, the youth participated in
fellowship activities, in which
they discussed their experi-
ences. 

“We spend a lot of time
during the year teaching about
living a life by Jesus, but get-
ting them out there for a week
and serving among people dif-
ferent them helps them learn
to live a life that looks like
Jesus’ more than telling them
ever does,” Fuller said. 

Another group of Okaloosa
campers, assigned to the
Emerald Coast Autism Center,
revamped the organization’s
new facility in Palm Plaza,
Niceville, that will open in
August. ECAC is currently
housed in St. Jude’s Episcopal
Church, Niceville. 

The center was founded in
2009 to fulfill the need in
Northwest Florida for an
Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) therapy-based, year-
round school dedicated to
serving the needs of children
on the autism spectrum. 

“The youth are helping us
open this second facility,” said
ECAC Director Staci
Berryman. “We’ve just maxed
out our space at St. Jude’s.”

The volunteers tore out old
carpet and painted the walls of
the new facility bright, friend-
ly colors. 

“They took such a burden
off our shoulders by helping
with this project,” Berryman
said. 

According to Fuller, many
of the campers who participate
in Mission Okaloosa return the
following year.

“This group of kids pays
money to work all week, but
many do the trip over and
over,” he said. “These kids are
hungry spiritually, and they
want to grow in their faith; this
is the best way to do that.”
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Mission Okaloosa campers work for a cause

Beacon photo by Tess Hollis
Campers from Mission Okaloosa worked to build cubbies and spruce up the grounds of Youth Village,
Fort Walton Beach. From left, back row: Jacob Cyrus, Dirae McMullen and Mark Humes. Front row:
Nathan Smith, Holt Agnew, Emily Bennett, Camron Holland, Jordon Brandau, Heiley DeRosia and
Lindsay Schmidt. 

Photo by S.A. Burchett
Lt. Col. Patrick S. Brannan and his wife, Holly, with their chil-
dren, Ema Kate and Elle Grace, were all smiles after he received
his Bronze Star for lifesaving work while deployed.

Hillary LaMountain, a
Niceville High School stu-
dent, won first place in
Certiport’s Adobe Certified
Associate (ACA)
Championship—a competi-
tion that encourages ACA-
certified students to show-
case their digital communi-
cation abilities using Adobe
Flash, Photoshop and
Dreamweaver. Hillary
received a $1,000 scholar-
ship and the Adobe premi-
um software Creative Suite
CS6. In order to compete,
students were asked to pro-
vide their school informa-
tion, ACA Certification veri-
fication and submit two
projects previously created
using Adobe Photoshop.
Certiport reviewed the sub-
missions and selected the
finalists based on their score
earned on the ACA certifica-
tion exam and the tech-
niques shown in their proj-
ects. The top students were
invited to compete at
Certiport’s ACA
Championship May 5, at
Seminole State College near
Orlando. Hillary is a student
in Christina Sauer’s
Advanced Photoshop class
in the IT Program.

Hillary LaMountain

"This is a good way 
to start fellowship."

—Dirae McMullen, 
Mission Okaloosa volunteer
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850-863-2153
Fort Walton • Destin • Niceville

Comprehensive Orthopaedic Care

General Orthopaedics
Total Joint Revision

Sports Medicine 
General Podiatry

Arthritis Prevention & Care
Bone Density Scanning

Complete Spine Care
Total Joint Reconstruction
Minimal Invasive Surgery

Foot & Ankle Surgery
Full Body MRI

Physical Therapy

John C. Warburton, MD
Orthopaedic Surgeon

Neck & Back Specialist
All major insurance accepted,

including Tricare

Eight Board Certified Physicians

Dr. Amanda Brenci, O.D.
Board Certified Optometrist

(850) 678-8876
“Where there is no vision, the people perish” 

–Proverbs 29:18

1187 East John Sims Parkway, Niceville (Across from Po Folks)

Dr. Brenci offers full comprehensive
eye exams for patients of ALL AGES.
Schedule an appointment today!

EYEWEAR UNLIMITED
IN BUSINESS SINCE 1970

Charles Henriott, Optician
35 years experience • 678-0099 • 678-6211

All doctors’ prescriptions filled • Welds & Repairs
Bi-Focals • Tri-Focals • Progressives • Sunglasses

Varilux • Hoya • Shamir • Zeiss
ONE HOUR SERVICE ON ALL IN-STOCK LENSES

COME IN & CHECK OUT
the hottest styles in eyewear!
• Dolce & Gabbana, Versace, Dior, 

Randy Jackson, Prada, etc., etc...
• Magnetic clip sets, sport frames, 

sunglass readers, fit overs,
teen & kid specials

• Glasses are like eye jewelry

• GIVE YOURSELF A NEW LOOK!


