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Bob Phelps considers himself one of a silent minority of veterans who are rarely considered when people 
think about a lifetime of benefits bestowed on military personnel in exchange for their service. 
 
Phelps lives alone, confined to a wheelchair 
due to the effects of an auto-immune disease, 
and up until a few months ago would have 
never asked for help as a former member of 
the U.S. Air Force. 
 
“My grandparents are from the old country — 
you get a job,” said Phelps, who refers to his 
age as “60-plus.” “I always felt guilty asking for 
help but people said you were in the service, 
you’re entitled to it.” 
 
Thanks to the efforts of Margaret Middleton, 
executive director of the Connecticut Veterans 
Legal Center, Phelps now has a new 
apartment, legal services that are helping him 
get through a divorce, assistance in dealing 
with the Internal Revenue Service. Now he’s 
working on planning his estate with a lawyer 
who’s willing to come to his Bristol home for 
free.	   
 
“She’s my angel,” he said of Middleton. “I 
wouldn’t have had all of this help without her. 



Some people do a job because it’s their job, some people do it because it’s their heart and soul. That’s her.” 
 
The center offers free legal help accessing social services, Veterans Affairs benefits or any other legal issue 
facing veterans. This week with the help of the New Britain-based Connecticut Bar Association, Middleton 
will co-sponsor training for attorneys who have volunteered to help veterans like Phelps plan their estates. 
 
Last year, close to 50 attorneys turned up at the CBA headquarters on Bank Street in New Britain to learn 
how to navigate the complex system of benefits offered by the Veterans Administration. They have all 
volunteered their time for the training and will work pro bono for veterans around the state. 
 
“The CBA is dedicated to the commitment we made last year to help servicemen and servicewomen,” said 
attorney Sharon Pope, chairwoman of the CBA Elder Law Section. “We saw an invaluable opportunity for 
practitioners in elder law to use knowledge and expertise for the good of the Connecticut community.” 
 
Middleton will also sponsor training for attorneys to help veterans who are seeking a discharge upgrade. 
“The CBA has been tremendously important in helping us advertise for attorney who are willing to 
volunteer,” she said. “Without volunteers, we couldn’t do this type of work and help so many people.” 
 
Phelps’ case is not unusual, said Middleton who has helped 148 veterans through the West Haven-based 
center she started single-handedly in 2009. “It’s not uncommon that our clients had normal, middle-class 
lives and then find their financial circumstances have changed whether it through catastrophic illness like 
Bob or the loss of a job,” she said adding that many are not accustomed to asking for help. 
 
It’s obvious that Phelps likes to laugh and can offer a one-liner at a moment’s notice. “Did she tell you I’m a 
character?” he asks as he answers the phone. 
 
Phelps served in Turkey from 1970 to 1972 and went on to have a career as a nurse anesthesiologist. He 
saved and invested money, but tragedy struck when an auto-immune disease began to ravage his body 
leaving him in pain and eventually in a wheelchair. 
 
He ran out of money paying medical and pharmacy bills while trying to qualify for disability benefits. Phelps 
said he hooked up with the VA campus in Newington in December as a last resort. 
 
Since then the agency has provided him with medical services and equipment, transportation, and a referral 
to Middleton who found him suitable housing in Bristol and help with his legal issues. 
 
“I didn’t realize there was so much help available,” he said. “But once I got to the VA they knew what I 
needed. Within a month I was pretty well set.” 
 
For more information on accessing veterans services in Central Connecticut, call the VA Newington campus 
at (860) 667-6838 or (860) 666-6951. 
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