
THE HOME AWAY FROM HOME
From the friendly volunteers who greet everyone with a smile at the door
to the high-definition gaming area in the opposite corner (where even now,
Cpl. Williams is still enjoying a rousing game of Halo on the Xbox 360), the
RDU Center is meant to make its visitors feel comfortable, relaxed and welcome.
“It all goes back to the original history of the creation of the USO in 1941,
when FDR put together six organizations that were doing things for the
military as they travelled,” explains Al Steiner, Command Master Chief (sub-
marines), United States Navy, retired, and president of USO North Carolina,
Inc. “The goal was to provide a safe, comfortable place to rest and get info
as they travelled to and from combat zones.”

The USO, or United Service Organizations, has a long and storied history
since then, including receiving an “honorable discharge” by Harry Truman
in 1947, followed by its reinstatement during the Korean War. When most
people think of the USO, they think of Bob Hope and his “kittens” entertaining
troops in Korea and Vietnam. But live entertainment is only a small part of
what the USO does worldwide, and isn’t any part of what goes on in local
USO Centers in the US. According to Center Director Mary Burch, the purpose
of the RDU Center is “to boost the morale of the soldiers and provide a com-
fortable place away from home, to serve the spiritual and physical well-being
of our troops and to provide logistical support such as transportation, baggage
control, etc.”

Those may seem like lofty goals for a 1,500-square-foot facility, but it gets
the job done. The center consists of the aforementioned gaming area with
two flat screen TVs, a PlayStation 2 and an Xbox 360; a well-stocked kitchen;
two small offices for the three paid staffers; a logistics desk; a cyber-corner
with three Internet-ready PCs and Wi-Fi hotspot; two changing rooms with
ironing boards; a kids’ corner with toys and games for the troops’ family
members; a dining area with several tables and chairs; and a living area with
a large flat screen TV, DVDs, satellite TV and 10 extremely comfortable
leather recliners.

And don’t overlook the scores of patriotic decorations throughout the facility –
as if you could. Everywhere you turn, you’re likely to see the flag these visitors
are sworn to protect – whether it’s the genuine article at the front of the
room, multiple photographs and paintings, or the hand-drawn cards sent
by children to support the troops. Then there are the various medals and
insignia left in gratitude by visiting troops, mounted and framed for display
in museum-like fashion. The walls look like historical exhibits, and the place
just looks…cool. There’s reverence on the walls and cheer in the air, making
one thing clear – the Center is achieving its goals.

“THE WORK
THEY DO HERE IS

AMAZING, AND IT’S
A SHAME MORE PEOPLE

DON’T KNOW ABOUT IT.”
– Lieutenant Commander

Shrewsbury,
United States Navy

Shadowing Corporal Williams on a routine patrol through this burning town,
I can only shake my head. It doesn’t take me long to realize he’s impulsive, especially after he breaks

cover to explore some wreckage that even I can tell isn’t the least bit salvageable. It looks to have
been a Mongoose – supposedly the fastest ATV the Marines have in their arsenal, but this one wasn’t

fast enough. Williams is brash, which makes me nervous about our upcoming interview.

Stepping into the open, Williams is lucky to spot the enemy grunt a half-second before the grunt spots him. The grunt must have had the same
idea – to get a closer look at the overturned Mongoose – but approached from the opposite direction and was therefore behind it the whole time.

At this distance – maybe 50 yards – Williams could probably tag the grunt with his sidearm, but he foregoes that for the SRS99D
sniper rifle. Another brash mistake. The split second it takes for him to wrestle the rifle into position is enough for the grunt to bring

his carbine to bear. I brace myself for the deafening exchange of gunfire, wondering if maybe I should have tried interviewing one
of the Marines standing on the other side of the room – not only is it quieter there, it’s also where the cookies are.

Welcome to the USO of North Carolina’s Center at Raleigh Durham International Airport. With emphasis on the word “welcome.”

A WELCOME RETREAT
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Local USO Center Supports Troops And Their Families
BY DAN BAIN || PHOTOGRAPHY BY APRIL MANESS
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PRICELESS SUPPORT FOR LESS THAN $4.50 PER TROOP
More than 50 Marines passed through during my 90-minute
visit – 50 big guys crowded into a small amount of space, each
jockeying for position at the recliners, the games, the PCs or the
bar where volunteers were serving up hot dogs and sandwiches.
Some had recently returned from combat, some were transferring
from one base to another. Most were hundreds – if not thousands –
of miles from home and exhausted from months of travel and/or
battle. But each one showed small signs of warmth behind his
serious façade, and although smiles are rare on such disciplined
faces, each was visibly grateful and content to be in that room.

The Center’s Troop Book, a guestbook signed by visiting troops,
shows similar emotions from past visits. Among the hundreds
of testimonials contained in its pages are messages such as,
“you just don’t know how much you helped me out today.
Thanks, USO” and “Thank you for providing the vast military
community a place they can depend on and gather in. Your service
is greatly appreciated by us!” Mission accomplished, indeed.

If you think providing videogames to soldiers is a waste of
taxpayers’ money, think again. The USO isn’t funded by the
government, it’s 100 percent private – a message that Steiner
stresses. “Probably my biggest challenge is community awareness,”
he asserts. “Ask the average person on the street and nine out
of 10 have heard of the USO, but don’t know we’re still in
operation, that there are four centers here in North Carolina or
that we’re not part of the US Military and receive no funding
from the state or federal government – we get it from the people
of North Carolina, donors and sponsors.”

And as one visitor to the Center – Lieutenant Commander
Shrewsbury, United States Navy – said to Burch, “You really are
good stewards of your donations.” They have to be, considering
their operating budget is inadequate.

According to Steiner, “our budget is around $900,000 a year –
about a fifth of what it needs to be to adequately support the
troops in North Carolina. Plus, not only do we support them,
but the ones from other states who travel through North Carolina.”
In 2008, the state’s four centers (RDU, Charlotte Douglas In-
ternational Airport, Fort Bragg and Jacksonville – the longest
continuously running USO Center in the world) served more than
200,000 troops. Steiner expects that number to increase this year.
That’s a budget of less than $4.50 for each serviceman or
woman who receives support from the centers.

SUPPORT BEYOND THE CENTER’S COMFORTS
For the RDU Center, says Burch, that support extends beyond
the food, shelter and recreation offered within the Center’s walls.
“There are some things that are invisible to the public,” she reports.
“Our volunteers go to all deployments, bring care packages, give
hugs and remind the troops that they’re appreciated. Homecomings
as well – we actually go on the tarmac, hug them, wave flags, wel-
come them home and tell them how proud we are of their service.”

The Centers offer support to wounded veterans, as well. One
such example is Sergeant Joey Bozik, a triple amputee who was
welcomed home last October. Several veterans’ organizations
worked with Wake County Home Builders to provide Bozik and

ALLIANCE BUILDING & DEVELOPMENT, LLC
www.AllianceNewHomes.com |  919.829.0094
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Two Marines find quiet time
away from the crowd to read
cards and email.

More than 50 troops arrive
at RDU en masse, looking

forward to a brief stay at the USO
Center before completing their

transfer to Camp LeJeune.
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“This isn’t a 9-to-5 job, it’s a way of life,” Steiner exclaims.
“Our 800 volunteers statewide truly are the hearts and hands of
the organization. Whether they’re standing on a hot tarmac in
August or at a freezing bus station in February, they’re doing
everything it takes to provide the needed support.”

The other necessary part of the equation is donors. “Tarheel
communities still do their part to support the troops,” says
Burch. “The USO is very strong in North Carolina and we very
much appreciate the support we get from the community and
the military.”

That support comes in the form of monetary donations or
sponsorships and/or attendance at the Center’s fundraisers.
The two biggest ones, says Burch, are the annual Freedom
Ride in the spring and Salute to Freedom Gala in the fall.
The Freedom Ride, scheduled for Saturday, June 13 this year,
solicits bikers to pay for participation in a ride through the
countryside, followed by a pig picking with a band. The Gala
honors six outstanding servicemen and women – one nominated
from each of branch of the Military – at a formal dinner at
Prestonwood Country Club. This year’s event will take place
Friday, October 2nd.

You can find more information on upcoming events, donating and
volunteering at the state organization’s Web site: www.uso-nc.org.
Check it out, and discover why Steiner says of the USO, “It’s THE
way to support the troops, and always has been.”

his family with a custom-built home, and the RDU Center sent a mobile canteen to
the event to thank him for his sacrifice.

Additionally, the RDU Center is unique in offering an honors support team for fallen heroes
– a team of six troops who don their dress blues for these solemn occasions. The team
removes the casket from the hearse, salutes the body and folds the flag, as well as supports
the grieving family members. “We’ve had many compliments from the families and the mil-
itary for the way we handle these occasions with dignity and respect,” says Burch.

Steiner relates that family support is as much a part of the Centers’ missions as troop
support: “Today, half the game is families. When troops go to war, families that stay at
home fight a different kind of war and they need our services, too. Even when bullets
aren’t flying, they deploy and the USO is still there for them.” To that end, the Centers
offer various outreach programs for family members – breakfast with Santa, care package
stuffing parties, “Smiles over the Miles” videotaping sessions, concerts, the “Mini-Maynia”
spring festival at Camp LeJeune and “pretty much anything we can come up with, as
long as it’s in keeping with the mission of the USO and puts a smile on their faces.”

Shrewsbury sums it up: “The work they do here is amazing, and it’s a shame more
people don’t know about it.”

A VOLUNTEER-DRIVEN ORGANIZATION
Burch and Steiner agree that none of this would be possible without the state’s 800
volunteers. Most of them are ex-military or have family members in the military, hold
regular shifts at the Centers and are willing to cover for others at a moment’s notice
during emergencies. “We have very dedicated volunteers; we couldn’t possibly do it
without them,” Burch avers. “It’s a lot of work to man a center 24 hours a day, and
it’s a matter of pride to them to keep it open.”

MIDTOWN – 6362 – MIDTOWN

This bank of leather recliners
is a coveted spot for troops passing through RDU’s USO center.

Spring Antiques
Show & Sale

KERR SCOTT BUILDING
NC State Fairgrounds

raleigh, nc

FRIDAY, MARCH 13 • 10–6
SATURDAY, MARCH 14 • 10–5
SUNDAY, MARCH 15 • 11–5
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JOIN US ON ONE OF OUR
INCREDIBLE TRIPS TO FRANCE:

South of France – July 20th-29th
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C A M E R O N  V I L L A G E
2 0 6 0  C L A R K  AV E N U E  R A LEI G H ,  N C  2 76 0 5

M O N - S AT  10 - 5  O R  BY  A P P O I N T M E N T  919. 8 3 4 .72 5 0

Specializing in Estate Silver, Estate/Designer Jewelry, Period 
Furniture, Fine Porcelains, Fine Art, N.C Pottery, Fine Linens, Civil 
War Items, Toys, Political Items, Lighting, Rugs, and Collectibles. 
Offering restoration services, upholstery recommendations and 

silver matching. Appraiser on Site and by appointment. 
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