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Here’s another yarn for the 
official scrapbook of the 
Carteret County chapter of 

“Fish House Liars” – a far-flung 
story with local ties. 

It seems that 
in 1908, U.S. 
President Theo-
dore Roosevelt 
received a letter 
from a concerned 
citizen who 
specifically 
requested the 
commander in 
chief examine 
the level of re-

sources being allocated to support 
operations at the U.S. Life-Saving 
Station at Cape Lookout.

This correspondence was refer-
enced in the lead paragraph of an 
article authored by Roosevelt and 
published in the September 1917 
edition of Scribner’s Magazine. 

Roosevelt set the stage for his 

readers, lauding the valor exhib-
ited by Dr. Russell J. Coles of 
Danville, Va., and Capt. Charlie 
Willis of Morehead City. (Capt. 
Charlie was Dr. Coles’ favorite 
personal skipper and longtime 
boating companion.) 

In July 1908, they assisted the 
Cape Lookout Life-Saving crew, 
under the command of William H. 
Gaskill, in the rescue of all hands 
aboard the John Swann, a vessel 
that was in danger of sinking dur-
ing a gale. Roosevelt praised all 
associated with the rescue. 

It was Dr. Coles who had 
penned the note after the incident, 
informing President Roosevelt 
that the surf crew’s equipment 
was woefully antiquated and the 
station was being “shamefully ne-
glected.” The president responded 
promptly and offered assurances 
that “shortcomings” would be ad-
dressed immediately. 

In 1916...eight years later, it 

was Roosevelt who reached out to 
connect with Dr. Coles, compli-
menting him on an article he had 
written on the sport of “hunting 
devilfish.”

Roosevelt deftly angled for an 
invite to try his hand at harpoon-
ing these “marine monsters.” 
Dr. Coles took the bait, humbly 
“requesting the presence” of the 
former president on the next dev-
ilfish expedition, planned for late 
March 1917, departing from Punta 
Gorda, Fla. 

Roosevelt almost backed out. 
He wired Dr. Coles saying that 
he didn’t want to be away from 
Washington, D.C. when Congress 
reconvened on April 2, 1917 with 
a Declaration of War against Ger-
many on the agenda.

Coles wrote back: “Leave 
Washington on March 23...by 
35 minutes of nine on Monday, 
March 26, you will have killed 
your devilfish.”

The hunting party was on the 
water early March 26 to search for 
devilfish – giant manta rays – in 
the Gulf of Mexico, just off the 
coast of Captiva Island, Fla.

Roosevelt remarked: “It really 
is an extraordinary thing, but 
exactly six minutes before the 
precise minute he (Dr. Coles) had 
prophesied, I struck a death blow 
with the spade lance into my first 
devilfish.” 

Commented A. A. Rice, an 
associate of Dr. Coles who was 
onboard: “I could simply feel that 
it was going to happen, for Dr. 
Coles always states something to 
this effect before going on a trip, 
and he has never failed yet to hit 
the truth.” 

Among the crew that day 
were Capt. Charlie and two other 
veteran Morehead City watermen 
– Roland Phillips and Mart Lewis. 
They had accompanied Dr. Coles 
previously on numerous devilfish 

hunting trips. (The fourth crew 
member was Jack McCann, a 
Florida fisherman who served as 
navigator.)

Roosevelt wrote: “It would not 
have been possible to find four 
better men for their work, nor four 
better companions, from every 
standpoint, for an outing of this 
character.”

Speaking specifically about the 
Morehead City chaps, Roosevelt 
applauded Capt. Charlie as “a 
natural leader among men.” 

As for Roland, Roosevelt said: 
“Nothing on the surface of the sea 
escaped his eyes. He interpreted 
with instant sureness every swirl 
or stain on the water and every 
dim shadow beneath it.” 

“Mart was a fisherman, 
engineer, cook – a first-class, 
all-around man,” Roosevelt con-
cluded.
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MOREHEAD CITY 
— One visually impaired 
college graduate and her 
leader dog have demon-
strated that with faith and 
hard work anything is 
possible.

Grace Minter, 25, born 
legally blind, graduated 
with a 4.0 grade point aver-
age as valedictorian in May 
from Mid-Atlantic Chris-
tian College in Elizabeth 
City. By her side through-
out her college career has 
been Stormy, a male golden 
retriever she received from 
Leader Dogs for the Blind.

“He definitely in-
creases my independence. 
I couldn’t have gone to 
college without him,” Ms. 
Minter said in late July as 
she sat at home with the 
7-year-old canine watching 
her every move.

In addition to graduat-
ing with a teaching degree 
at the top of the class, Ms. 
Minter is a finalist for 
North Carolina Student 
Teacher of the Year after 
being recognized for the 
honor at her college. She 
and the other finalists will 
be honored at a ceremony 
in September, where the 
announcement for the state 
winner will be made.

Ms. Minter had hoped 
she and Stormy would 
be able to participate in 
an in-person commence-
ment exercise this month 
at her college that had 
been postponed due to the 
coronavirus pandemic, but 
the graduation was recently 
canceled.

“I was disappointed 
and was hoping to give a 
valedictorian speech, but 
it’s OK,” she said.

While she won’t experi-
ence the praise of her fel-
low graduates during com-
mencement, she receives 

constant encouragement 
from her favorite supporter, 
her father, Craig Minter.

“I couldn’t be more 
proud of her,” Mr. Minter 
said. “Honestly, she is just 
amazing Grace — she 
always has been. When you 
have a disability. You have 
to work that much harder. 
It takes a strong will and 
perseverance. She just per-
severes through whatever 
challenge comes along. She 
will not be defeated.”

Ms. Minter received her 
bachelor’s degree in el-
ementary education, with a 
minor in Bible. She landed 
a teaching job beginning 
in August at Governor 
Morehead School in 
Raleigh, which serves visu-
ally impaired students in a 
residential setting.  Stormy 
will remain by her side.

Ms. Minter will be 
teaching Braille literacy to 
students in grades kinder-
garten through 12.

The determined young 
woman said she has a mes-
sage to share with not only 
her students, but with any-
one facing disabilities or 
other difficult challenges.

“You can still accom-
plish your goals. You just 
have to find a different 
way of doing it,” she said. 
“I want my students to see 
that if I can do it, they can 
do it, too.”

Ms. Minter said one of 
her favorite quotes is from 
the late Helen Keller who 
was deaf and blind and 
was responsible for many 
advancements for those dif-
ferently abled.

“She said, ‘A true test 
of character is facing hard 
conditions with the deter-
mination to make them bet-
ter.’ That’s my motivation 
for being a teacher. I want 
to empower children to 
realize they can do so much 
more than they think,” she 
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Grace Minter of Morehead City, who is legally blind, demon-
strates how she uses a Braille Note Touch to read books. (Cheryl 
Burke photo)

Grace Minter of Morehead City, who is visually impaired, recently graduated as valedictorian from 
Mid-Atlantic Christian College with assistance from her leader dog Stormy. (Cheryl Burke photo)

Grace Minter of Morehead City, who is legally blind, reads with 
the help of a Braille notebook as she sits next to her leader 
dog Stormy. She just graduated valedictorian and will begin 
her teaching career in August at Governor Morehead School in 
Raleigh. (Cheryl Burke photo)

Grace Minter, who is visually impaired, walks with her leader dog 
Stormy at her home in Morehead City. She recently graduated as 
valedictorian from Mid-Atlantic Christian College in Elizabeth City. 
(Cheryl Burke photo)

said. “Instead of blaming 
external circumstances, you 
can say I acknowledge it’s a 
factor, but I choose to grow 
above that.”

Ms. Minter has personi-
fied her message throughout 
her life. A graduate of West 
Carteret High School, she 
chose as her senior project 
in 2014 to help train leader 
dog puppies by working 
alongside Tom Snively of 
Morehead City who helped 
raise and train puppies for 
the Leader Dogs for the 
Blind school in Rochester 
Hills, Mich.

“One of the dogs I helped 
train was later paired with a 
visually impaired woman in 
Spain,” she said.

Ms. Minter’s love for 
her current dog Stormy is 
evident, and the faithful ca-
nine is an important part of 
her everyday life. She was 
matched with the dog the 
summer prior to entering 
college.

“I had to go up to the 
Leader Dogs for the Blind 
in July and spend one 
month working with Stormy 
to make sure we were 
matched correctly and that 
I understood how to handle 
the dog correctly,” she said.

Ms. Minter added that 
once a visually impaired 
person is matched with a 
leader dog, it’s continual 

training for the remainder of 
their lives.

“It’s not just taking care 
of him, but you have to 
keep reinforcing his skills,” 
she said. “The dog is only 
as dedicated as you are. So 
it takes a lot of commit-
ment.”

For example, she said 
leader dogs are trained to 
constantly look down, left 
and right to help their owner 
navigate around obstacles 

and remain safe before 
crossing streets. However, 
Ms. Minter said she is still 
working with Stormy on 
watching out for items 

above her head, like over-
hanging tree branches.

“I’ve walked into more 
than one tree branch. If he 
makes a mistake, I have to 
stop, make him understand 
the problem and make him 
do it until he gets it right,” 
she said. “It’s a continual 
learning process.”

Stormy became quite 
campus savvy when the two 
were at college, Ms. Minter 
continued. At the begin-

ning of each semester when 
she received her new class 
schedule, Ms. Minter and 
Stormy would review the 
routes to each class and she 
would repeat the name of 
the class to her dog as they 
learned the routes.

“After that, all I would 
do is say the name of the 
class and he knew where to 
take me,” Ms. Minter said.

When she was in class, 
Stormy would lay at her 
feet. While fellow students 
wanted to pet Stormy, Ms. 
Minter said people should 
not pet a working dog while 
they are doing their job.

“When his harness is off 
and he’s at home, he can 
be a regular dog,” she said. 

“But as soon as that harness 
goes on, he knows he’s on 
duty and his whole attitude 
changes.”

As well as having 
her dog for assistance in 
classrooms, Ms. Minter is 
equipped with special com-
puters and notebooks that 
enable her to read Braille. 
She can also listen to books 
audibly with the assistance 
of technology.

As well as beginning her 
teaching career, Ms. Minter 
has created a website to 
promote family literacy and 
encourage children to over-
come challenges. To learn 
more about Ms. Minter and 
her mission, visit theblind-
bibliophile.com.
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