
Good Afternoon.  My name is Aaron Palmer.  I 

am a recent graduate of Mooseheart and plan to attend the 

University of Illinois in Champaign/Urbana this fall.  I 

arrived at Mooseheart on August 14, 2006, ready to begin 

my 8th grade year.  Previously I had lived in a small 

central Illinois town called Sparland and was sponsored 

into Mooseheart by Princeton Moose Lodge No. 1339.   

Coming to Mooseheart allowed me a more stable environment, as I moved around 

a lot as a child and worried about my father, who was in and out of the hospital.  I was 

born in Fairbanks, Alaska and at the age of sixteen months my mother left home and 

divorced my father.  Although I have spoken to her on the phone, I have never met her in 

person.  My father remarried soon after and we settled down in central Illinois.  I had 

always believed that my stepmother was my birth mother until the day she told my father 

and I that we had 60 days to pack our stuff and get out of the house.  I was uncertain how 

to feel about this new revelation in my life and I was feeling the pressure of starting 

classes in a new school.  Stepping into a small town school where everyone knew 

everyone from daycare through high school was difficult.  I was the outsider and the 

bullies let me know it.  There was always plenty of schoolwork to do and it gave me 

something positive to focus on. It was my way of dealing with the constant teasing.  

Home life was quiet with my dad, as I didn’t have friends coming over or friends’ homes 

to visit.  In July 2005 my father went to the VA Hospital in Iowa City for tests.  When we 

got home the VA called and asked my father to come back.  He was diagnosed with 

leukemia and admitted to the hospital for treatment.  My Aunt came and picked me up 
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and I returned to live with her.  I had always thought that things couldn’t get any worse, 

but I was wrong. 

I started my 7th grade year with dad at home and the bullies at school.  Life 

appeared routine to any casual observer, but the uncertainty of every day lead me to feel 

sad and empty on the inside.  One evening, my father became violently ill and I made a 

call to 911.  The ambulance lights flashed through the windows of our small house, 

almost mesmerizing.  The paramedics worked fast and before I knew it, my father was 

taken away and so was the stability of any home life.  He ended up back in Iowa City and 

I was headed for another move, this time with a family that my father and I had met at 

several fundraising events for Disabled American Veterans.  I was scared and kept to 

myself.  Another middle school and more of the same.  My father was able to visit me in 

December of that year.  I remember crying after he left, thinking that was the last time I 

would see him.  I pressed on; making the best of each day, uncertain what would follow 

when the sun rose the next morning. 

By March of 2006 little had changed for me and I could sense that my time in this 

“new” home was running short.  We had talked about foster care and my father giving 

my custody to the state. At that time Bob and Sue Lanier of the Princeton Moose Lodge 

brought me to Mooseheart for a tour.  After seeing the campus and meeting some of the 

students, I was leaning toward making this my new home.  The deciding factor – lunch at 

Portillo’s, I was sold on coming!   

I was nervous as we drove into Mooseheart on that first day, but secure in the fact 

that my father was still my legal guardian and that I was not lost in the state of Illinois’ 

foster care system.  Not quite as scary as the state’s foster care system was my first night 
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in Kentucky Home.  I was concerned again about being the outsider and being a target for 

bullying.  At least in my past, I could go home at the end of the day, but at Mooseheart I 

was going to be with these guys 24/7.  I quickly realized that I was safe and that the other 

students all had similar life experiences as me.  It took a few weeks, but I fit in and this 

new life had the feel of home.  I loved school and although I had never played any team 

sports prior to coming to Mooseheart, I wanted to give something a try.  I did play 8th 

grade basketball and despite my overpowering athletic ability, Coach Kyle Rife gave me 

the chief bench warming job.  Coach said if they would have given grades out, I had an 

A+ wrapped up! 

My freshman year, I was voted onto both the Homecoming and Military Ball 

Court.  This was a real honor and I really started to feel as if I belonged at Mooseheart.  

Much more than just being accepted, but for the first time feeling like I was making 

lifelong friends and that my feelings and opinions mattered.  One of the best activities to 

be involved in over the summer is traveling to a Moose Association for a vacation.  In 

2008 I had the opportunity to travel west into South Dakota and visit Lodges along the 

way and way back.  In 2010 our home visited the Pennsylvania Moose Association for a 

two-week vacation.  Spending time with the members was the best part of the trip.  

Knowing that so many caring individuals had my back made it easier to handle my 

family problems. 

Although the leukemia was under control, my father suffered from a number of 

other health issues and spent the last few years of his life in and out of hospitals.  In May 

of 2010 he was again in the hospital and I at Mooseheart expecting him to pull through.  I 

remember sitting in Study Hall preparing for final exams when I was asked to come to 
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the Dean’s Office.  My Family Teacher met me and walked me home.  The words of my 

father’s death echoed in my head as we sat in the living room.  A courageous soldier of 

the Vietnam War, a disabled American Veteran, who suffered from Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder, a father who never gave up on his son was gone.  I could only think of the last 

time I spoke to him on the phone and his encouragement of me to continue to do well.  

Through all the emotion of this painful time in my life, I knew I had to make my dad 

proud and so I somehow managed to keep myself together and pressed on with my final 

exams.  A short time later I traveled south to that small central Illinois town that I had 

once called home and worked through all the paperwork as Executor of my father’s 

humble estate. 

As I look back even today, I know he made the right decision for me to come to 

Mooseheart and am grateful for the care, love and generosity of the Men and Women of 

the Moose.  You have provided me a good education, a safe living environment, work 

and recreation experiences and an incredible scholarship opportunity to go onto college.  

If not for the family-like support of Mooseheart and the generous scholarship, I am 

unsure how my future college plans would have unfolded. 

As you may have noticed by my athletic build and picture of me receiving my 

letter jacket on Founder’s Weekend 2009 from the Greenville, Ohio Moose Lodge No. 

329 that I was very active in athletics at Mooseheart.  Although I spent most of my time 

as Student Manager, I did live a secret super hero life as an athlete at Mooseheart. 
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During my senior year the Red Rambler football team finished at 4-5 after a rocky 

1-3 start.  The new stadium and field gave my silky smooth running style a huge lift.  

Touchdown runs like this made me the top rushing manager in the conference. 

 

Basketball was more of the same.  I wasn’t nicknamed Fastbreak Palmer for 

nothing.  I took it easy on the rims during my highlight reel dunks.  We finished the 

season under .500 but gave our best effort every game. 

 

Track season saw steady improvement in my speed and form.  By Mooseheart 

Relays in early May my massive calves were pushing me to the front of nearly every 

race.  I was so fast it was almost like no one else was on the track with me.  We qualified 

several of our team members for the state finals at Eastern Illinois University, but my 

blinding speed resulted in a clock malfunction and my time could not be calculated. 

 

Outside of athletics, I was known as the “Dance Master” at Mooseheart.  Every 

Homecoming, Military Ball and Prom that I attended, I showed a command for the dance 

floor.  Here is a clip from one of my earlier instructional videos. 

 

My vocational training lead me to try Automotive Mechanics, but apparently I 

was “too good” at fixing the Mooseheart vans.  Apparently boring out the cylinders and 

increasing the horsepower was not what Mr. Urwiler meant when he asked for “general 

maintenance” to be done on the New Jersey van. 
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Cosmetology did not fit me either.  I managed one haircut and my Instructor said I 

was like Johnny Depp in Edward Scissorhands; only I was using a set of clippers without 

the blade guard.  Working in a warehouse environment like Catalog Sales Shipping and 

Receiving Department was a crashing success.  I had a good handle on the operation of 

the forklift, but somehow the shelving unit became unstable and some of the Moose 

apparel fell to the floor. 

 

I finally found my best fit working at Moose International in the WOTM 

Department.  I learned valuable experience around the office. This included, managing 

data on the MMS system, correctly filing key documents, and the satisfaction of putting 

in a full days work. 

 

Not only did I have the opportunity to work for the WOTM, I also lived in the 

home made possible by funding from the WOTM – Antoinette Marinello Home.  Living 

in such a beautiful home made us all feel blessed.  Having a warm and comfortable 

dining room made study time a breeze.  The spacious kitchen was put to good use as we 

shopped for and cooked the meals in our home.  For some reason I was not asked to cook 

too often and am glad to say that the fire department had to respond only one time.  Our 

Family Teachers spent time teaching us independent living skills, like vacuuming and 

laundry.  As you can see, I am up for the challenge of living on my own. 

 

One of the nice things about Mooseheart is that there is no pressure to get your 

drivers license at 16.  I was really afraid of taking the road test and practiced for over 
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twenty hours in one of Mooseheart’s 14-passenger vans that were donated by the Moose 

Legion.  From my standpoint the test went well, as you can clearly see that I was able to 

maneuver around the pedestrians in the walkway.   

I had the honor of being Class Valedictorian and have been accepted ino the 

University of Illinois Champaign Urbana this fall and will be pursuing a degree in 

Computer Engineering.  I hope to work for Microsoft in the future.  In March I was 

inducted into the National Honor Society, with Mooseheart’s chapter being the oldest in 

the state of Illinois and the sixth nation-wide.   

As I move on to my new life of independence, my father watches over me from 

above and you stand strong to provide me with fatherly advice.  My mother is distant, but 

you the WOTM shower me with motherly love.  I came to Mooseheart a boy uncertain as 

to what tomorrow would bring and now I leave here as a young man certain that my 

tomorrow is bigger, better and brighter because of what you provided for me.  Despite the 

losses I have suffered in life, I now consider it all gain.  I am a better citizen, student, 

friend, brother, son and someday Moose member because of the love and care you 

showed me.  I am resilient, strong, and capable because you never quit believing in me.  I 

stand here today as a living testimony to the power behind the generosity of the Moose 

fraternity and your work on behalf of the young and old.  I came to Mooseheart as an 

only child and I leave knowing I have bonds that run deeper than blood. 

Thank you for supporting Mooseheart, giving children and teens like me a safe 

home, a quality education and a 2nd chance to reach our full potential. 

God Bless Mooseheart! 
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