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The Wheatfield Veterans Me-
morial was the gathering spot on
Saturday for veterans and fami-
lies to educate, reflect, share sto-
ries, express gratitude and enjoy
camaraderie.

The Wheatfield Veterans Me-
morial Committee summer event
provided an opportunity for veter-
ans and first responders to teach
the next generation about what
it’s like to serve one’s country in
wartime and in peace.

There were information tables
where people could stop by to
find out more about veterans
groups. There was a display of
fire engines, emergency vehicles
and Army trucks — but a do-not-
touch edict was not in effect. Kids
got a chance to clamber into a fire
engine, touch a truck or pose with
the Veterans Memorial prized
artifacts — a Vietnam-era Huey
helicopter that was engineered
and tested in Wheatfield at Bell
Aircraft, and an Army tank from
about 1959.

Niagara County Sheriff Mi-
chael Filicetti was there with
sheriff’s deputies to interact with
the public.
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Clockwise: Wheatfield veterans summer event organizers Rita and Tom Kontak. ® The family of Dechend
Bateman and Adam Kusmierski poses in front of a tank at the event on Saturday. The children are, from left,
Kingston Kusmierski, 10; Maya LoCocco, 8; and Brooke Turner. ® Posing with Wheatfield Veterans Memorial
Committee Chair Tom Kontak in front of a Huey helicopter at the memorial site are, from left, “Pin Ups For A
Cause” members Lisa Przybyszewski, Anna Toomey, Heather Giuseppetti and Kim Torres.

“We love being out in the com-
munity,” he said. “We love being
involved and, anytime we come
and spend time with our veterans
and then also interact with the
community, it’s a great day for us.
So, that’s something we pride our-
selves on at the sheriff’s office.”

Lee Chase, one of 12 members
of the Wheatfield Veterans Me-
morial Committee, said, “The idea
is to get people out, to see where
this memorial is. We figured by
bringing in some military vehicles
and some fire trucks, we could
get the parents to bring the kids,
and then we could get the parents
to know what’s going on. It’s the
second year, so it seems to be suc-
cessful. A lot of kids came out.”

Military vehicles at the event
were brought by James Tiede,
an Army and Air Force veteran,
and Robert Wark, whose father
served in the military.

Tom Kontak, chair of the Me-
morial Committee, talked about
the Huey helicopter permanently
on site that bears the number 82
on its door. The helicopter itself
was obtained from a guard unit
in Connecticut, but the commit-
tee painted the “82” on it because
of the significance of that num-
ber to Wheatfield Supervisor
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Don MacSwan.

“Don was injured — he
was shot in ’68,” Kontak
relayed. “They’re taking
him off the field, he’s semi-
conscious. ... The last thing
Don remembered seeing
before they put him in the
helicopter was that ‘82’ on
the door. So, when we got
ahold of the helicopter and
we started rebuilding the
helicopter as you see it to-
day, we didn’t show Don
that. He didn’t see that he-
licopter for a year, until it
came here. And you can
imagine what that does to
you emotionally. He saw the
‘82’ for the first time since
’68, and he was virtually
almost in tears over here
when we brought it” for the
dedication ceremony.

“It was a proud moment for the
Town of Wheatfield and it was
just so much camaraderie,” said
Kim Torres, national founder of
“Pin Ups For A Cause,” a group
that brought a lesson in history
to life as it talked to people who
came out to Saturday’s event. She
said the dedication ceremony for
the memorial in August of 2021
was attended by many dignitar-
ies, firefighters and members of
the public. “This is another re-
markable piece of history that is
meant to be kept alive for many
generations to come.”

Torres said her group was invit-
ed to Saturday’s event “to honor
and uplift men and women that
serve our great nation, as well
as spend some time with families
and welcome them to the event
and obviously keep the history
that’s alive here in Wheatfield.

Veterans event brings Wheatfield community unity

“It's wonderful to see all the
fire trucks and Army trucks and
camaraderie with families here
in the community. It’s all about
keeping that history alive, but
also bringing the community to-
gether for such a great purpose
and reason.”

The women from Pin Ups For
A Cause wore 1940s and 1950s
vintage attire in patriotic colors of
red, white and blue. Torres em-
phasized that these weren’t cos-
tumes: “Costumes are something
that you would wear on Hallow-
een, and this is our everyday at-
tire that we would wear. We bring
people back in time — just by look-
ing at us.”

Torres said the group rais-
es money for great causes all
throughout Western New York.

Tom and Rita Kontak organized
the event. Rita was pleased to see
how the children who attended
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reacted to the presence of mili-
tary, law enforcement and first
responders — and their vehicles.

“They were very active and the
ability to climb into the vehicles
without any hesitation from the
vehicle owners is, I think, one
of the greatest draws because
it’s not something that kids can
usually see — especially like the
SWAT vehicles — new this year,”
she said. “You see them on TV
and you never get that closeup
opportunity.”

Kontak said the fire companies
handed out fire helmets for the
kids, as well as other memora-
bilia.

“It's nice to bring them to the
memorial, and hopefully the par-
ents will explain to them the sig-
nificance of the memorial,” She
said, noting the kids are becom-
ing aware of what people before
them have done for their freedom.
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