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 for everybody; it’s always just like, ‘We 
think we’re right, and we have to prove you 
wrong,’” said Knights, who was sponsored 
to Mountaineer Boys State by Squadron 
174 in Morgantown. 

“So what I hope to accomplish at Boys Na-
tion is either through legislation or just 
common practices, how we can start to talk 
to each other again, how we can repair and 
get back the ground that we’ve lost. And it 
comes from things like social media, things 
of that nature that feed into our own biases 
and give us what we want to hear. We’ve 
lost the ability to understand someone 
else’s perspective and what someone else 
is, where they’re coming from, why they’re 
believing what they’re believing and how 

that affects what they’re saying.” 

‘Elite performers’: By the time the final 
senator arrived on campus at dinner time 
Friday night, the brotherhood of Boys Na-
tion 2026 was already forming. It’s some-
thing that was reinforced by the messages 
this year’s senators heard from alumni of 
the 2015 and 2016 sessions who visited the 
program on Saturday. 

“What shaped the rest of my life, what has 
shaped every mode of my life since I left 
Boys Nation, was the relationships that I 
made with the gentlemen around me,” 
2015 alumnus Peter Hamilton told the sen-
ators. “One thing you’ll realize as you get 
older is that being in the company of elite 
performers is naturally rare. … This is an 
incredible opportunity to be surrounded by 
elite performers.” 

Boys Nation 2026 

Continued from Page 1 >>> 

This is the second consecutive year that Boys 
Nation alumni from 10 years before have 
returned to the area for a reunion and a 
meeting with the senators from the current 
program. For 2016 Boys Nation senator Rob 
Pekarek, he said it was important to return 
to help impact the next generation. 

“I think that it’s really important that we as 
Americans and as patriotic Americans are 
giving back to the next generation because 
we’ve had so many before us that have given 
to us. So like when I was back at Boys Na-
tion, class of 2016, we had counselors from 
the year or two before us. Having them men-
tor us and kind of pour into us and show us a 
path to go toward meant a lot to me and 
helped me chart my path forward,” Pekarek 
said. 

“The other thing is we need more patriotic 
young Americans to stand up 
and say, ‘I do’ in service acade-
mies, assume the highest roles 
of leadership, command, govern-
ment, citizenship. So if I can be a 
part of helping mentor the next 
generation, that’s something 
that’s really important to me.” 

First elections. Prior to the alum-
ni visit, the Boys Nation senators 
were officially sworn in by for-
mer National American Legion 
Legislative Chairman Matthew 
Shuman, who explained the 
meaning of the oath of office. 

Then the senators voted in the 
first elections of the 2026 session. Georgia 
Federalist Brady Pace defeated North Caroli-
na Federalist Krish Korrapati in the president 
pro tempore election, while Utah Nationalist 
John Alley Jr. won the secretary of the sen-
ate election over Arkansas Federalist Kemdi 
Ekeanyanwu. 

“I served as the same posi-
tion, president pro tempo-
re, at Georgia Boys State. 
So being able to continue 
that work, being able to 
continue that journey, feel-
ing very proud, feeling very 
happy, honoring the state, 
most of all, honoring the 
nation on its 250th year, I 
think this is very im-
portant,” said Pace, who 
was sponsored to Georgia 

Boys State by Rabun-Dodson-Pope Post 70 in 
Villa Rica. “These are the leaders, these are 
the people that are going to step in, these 
are the people who are going to be in 
charge, and being able to be a part of that 
charge and even be a part of some sort of 
change and presiding over it, I’m aghast. I 
mean honestly, it’s just incredible.” 

Pace will oversee the senate until the vice 
president is elected and sworn in on 
Wednesday. 

In his speech before the final vote in the 
secretary election, Alley, who was sponsored 
to Utah Boys State by Post 79 in Bountiful, 
mentioned the influence his father had on 
his life. 

“My father served in the Air Force, he was in 
training in Pensacola and died on duty when 
my mom was pregnant with me. So it’s just 
been me and her. His service in the military, 
everything he gave, has always driven me to 
be better, to do better for him. He sacrificed 
for me, and for our country, and I feel like I 
owe it to him to give it my all,” Alley said 
after his election. 
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 Before a few months ago, I had never heard 
of Boys State, much less considered apply-
ing. However, I caught wind of the program 
through friends who had attended previous-
ly and family who are active members of The 
American Legion. High praise was often 
tossed around, setting my expectations for a 
"week to remember" and a few days worth 
years of value. I took this praise lightly at 
first, because I had yet to understand one 
seemingly simple question: What is Boys 
State?  

After doing 
some research 
and asking 
around, I did-
n't find a sim-
ple answer. 
That unknown 
only height-
ened my inter-
est and curios-
ity, 
prompting 

me to take the next steps to get in-
volved. I learned that to attend Ameri-
can Legion Jersey Boys State (ALJBS), I 
needed to connect with my local Ameri-
can Legion post. Through this process, I 
discovered the rich history of The Ameri-
can Legion Family and realized I was 
eligible to join the Sons of The American 
Legion (SAL) through my family's legacy 
of military service. Becoming a member 
of the Sons not only honored my fami-
ly's heritage, but also opened the door 
to the premier youth leadership pro-
gram in New Jersey.  

A Week That Changed My Future: My 
Journey to NJ Boys State and the 
Sons of the American Legion  

Ethan Smith, Jersey Boys State Delegate 

Reflecting on it now, I still struggle to neatly 
define my experience there. It is not just a 
leadership program or a week of political 
workshops; it is a simulation of something 
real. Boys State creates an environment of 
healthy competition, where young men take 
risks to gain the support of their high-
achieving peers. The volunteers and Legion-
naires acted as guides rather than instruc-
tors, giving us the free range to create multi-
ple levels of self-sustaining government.  

"Get involved early" was the motto that Le-
gion members reinforced in emails, at orien-

tation, and 
at every 
opportunity 
they could. I 
took that 
advice to 
heart. 
Bright and 
early on the 
first day, I 
was thrown 
into elec-
tions — 
looking out 
into a sea of 
unfamiliar 
faces and 

pitching why I was the right person for the 
job. I won the first election of the day against 
eight other capable candidates, taking on the 
position of Election Board Official (EBO). 
After barely processing that win, I immedi-
ately had to run the next round of elections 
in front of the staff and 50 unknown boys. I 
held this position throughout the week, 
growing more comfortable in the role and 
earning the respect of my peers.  

I also served as a City Councilman, advising 
our mayor and completing our city's manual 
— a strategic plan to solve the problems as-
signed to our city. My favorite role, however, 
was one I did not win: Boys Nation Senator. I 
collected 55 signatures from my peers, ran 
around campus at 6:00 am, and delivered a 
speech in front of 400 delegates — the larg-
est test of public speaking in my life. I was 
nervous, overthinking, and stressed; but at 
the end of 
the day, I 
had the 
guts to get 
up on that 
stage.  

I came into 
Boys State 
a prospec-
tive engi-
neering 
major. Boys 
State 
changed my mind fast. Talking with people, 
networking, and having the honor to serve 
my Boy’s State community shifted my entire 
outlook. I realized that I love socializing, and 
nothing beats the human connection I made 
while marketing myself to my peers. Because 
of that week, I now plan on majoring in busi-
ness — and I owe the clarity of that decision 
entirely to my time at ALJBS.  

To the members, future delegates, or 
curious minds reading this: the impact 
of the American Legion and the Sons 
of the American Legion on young men 
like me cannot be overstated. By sup-
porting Boys State, you are not just 
teaching us about government — you 
are giving us the confidence to stand 
on a stage, the environment to dis-
cover our true passions, and the guid-
ance to become the leaders of tomor-
row.  

In the end, Boys State truly was a 
week that shaped my future.  

“...you are giving us the 
confidence to stand on a 
stage, the environment 
to discover our true pas-
sions, and the guidance 
to become the leaders of 
tomorrow. “ 

 

-Ethan Smith,  
Jersey Boys State Delegate 
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Division 2 Commander Darryl Robinson and PDC Gene 
Bellando attending the Department Division 2 
meeting in Wilmington, NC.  

New York DVC James Prime, left, presenting Com-
mander Nate of Post 1092 (Niskayuna, NY) the charter 
paperwork for their Sons of The American Legion 
squadron.   

Squadron 135 (Susquehanna , PA) members cooking 
for the veterans at Perry Point VA Medical Center.  

Past National Sgt-at-Arms Matt Griffis, right,  with 
District 2 at American Legion Baseball game night in 
Tucson AZ.  

Squadron 1520 (Albany, NY) Commander John Trong 
and Vice Commander Wayne Peplowski presenting a 
check for $500 dollars on behalf of the Sons to the 
Veterans Miracle Center.  

The Auxiliary with the help from the Sons of The 
American Legion of Unit and Squadron 252 (Seminole, 
FL) having a great day raising funds for Suncoast 
Voices for Children. 

The American Legion Hackler-Wood Post 145 Family 
(Bristol, TN) all contributed funds to fill backpacks 
with school supplies for kids. Squadron Chaplain Tony 
Simmons used the funds to purchase the backpacks, 
which the SAL packed at their monthly meeting. They 
filled 20 back packs for the kids.  

TEAM IOWA SPOTTED  - At their convention, Minneso-
ta’s Shawn and Jill Davis sporting their Team Iowa 
gear. 

Squadron 178 (Agusta, GA) presents the Tommy Lamb 
Scholarship Award on Tommy’s birthday to their very 
own American Legion Auxiliary member, Gracelyn 
Stewart.  


