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D-Day Veterans Recall History
During Kean University Event

By STEPHEN CHIGER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

UNION — World War II veteran
Peter Barkley doesn’t think of him-
self as a hero, but there are some
people out there who certainly do.

Mr. Barkley, along with 190 other
Union County residents, was hon-
ored at Kean University on the 57th
anniversary of D-Day last Thursday.
At the event, organized by the Union
County Board of Chosen Freehold-
ers, World War II veterans who fought
in France were honored with a medal
and certificates from the county, state,
and republic of France.

“If I am able today to speak on
behalf of a free country, it is because
of you,” said Bénédicte Contamin,
the Deputy Consul General of France.

A 78-year-old Westfield resident,
Mr. Barkley landed at Omaha Beach
two weeks after the famous
Normandy invasion of June 6, 1944.

Code named Operation Overlord,
the assault on D-Day broke through
Hitler’s Atlantic wall and paved the
way for the allied victory in Europe.

Mr. Barkley was a private first
class in the 293rd Engineer Combat
Battalion, assigned the task of puri-
fying and providing water for the
military’s armored divisions. Serv-
ing in the Third Army under General
George S. Patton, he made it as far as
Erlangen, a city in south central Ger-
many.

Though he said he never had to fire
a gun, Mr. Barkley did see some of
his friends killed, shot down by Ger-
man snipers who remained on the
battlefields.

He described the scene as being
pretty grim. “You always had that
stench of burning equipment and
flesh,” he said. “It was very sicken-
ing.”

Drafted in 1943, Mr. Barkley was
only 21 when he arrived in France.

Mr. Barkley said that Thursday’s
ceremony, attended by over 700
people, was a positive gesture on
behalf of the county. His sentiments
echoed those of other veterans spo-
ken to at the event.

“Today feels like a victory for us in
Union County,” said Freeholder
Linda d. Stender, the event emcee.
Her father, Kenneth DeMilt, landed
at Utah Beach during the Normandy
invasion. He died two months ago.

“It’s not something he talked about
a whole lot, but it was a part of who
he was,” said Freeholder Stender in a
later interview. “I think he would
have liked to have been there (at the
ceremony).”

A number of honorees expressed
concern about the vanishing popula-
tion of World War II veterans.
Flemington resident Charles Grom,
83, said he felt the award was long
overdue because many veterans are
no longer alive. Forty one honors
were awarded posthumously at the
ceremony and accepted by family
members.

According to the Department of
Veteran Affairs (VA), World War II
veterans are dying at a rate of 1,100
per day. Of the more than 16 million
people who served in the military
during the war, only about 5.4 mil-
lion are still alive. During the war,

there were approximately 291,000
combat deaths and 114,000 deaths
outside the combat theaters. The VA
estimates that 414,000 World War II
veterans will die this year.

At the Thursday ceremony, a letter
from Secretary of Veterans Affairs
Anthony Principi was read, along
with a statement made in the House
of Representatives that same day by
Seventh District Congressman
Michael A. Ferguson, one of Union
County’s representatives.

Also shown was a taped message
from NBC News Anchor Tom
Brokaw, who has written a series of
books about the D-Day invasion.

Various members of the Freeholder
Board also spoke, as did State As-
semblyman Jerry Green (D-17th),
Union County Sheriff Ralph G.
Froehlich, and M. Andre Ferrara,
First Vice President of the Federa-
tion of French War Veterans.

According to Freeholder Stender,
planning for the event started almost
one year ago after the freeholders
found out about the medals being
offered by France.

She said this was just one of many
supportive actions being taken by
the board, which is preparing to con-
struct a veterans memorial plaza in
Elizabeth.

This year, one of the initiatives of
the freeholders is to expand the
county’s Department of Veterans
Affairs and enhance its services. For
example, the group wants to create a
single, toll-free phone number that
will serve as the major resource for
area veterans.

High Auto Insurance, Taxes
Among Issues at Dem Forum

By STEPHEN CHIGER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

FANWOOD — They gathered at
an old train station turned commu-
nity center, in a room where the
occupancy couldn’t have been greater
than a few dozen. An electric fan
gave some breeze to the otherwise
still air, and homemade cookies cov-
ered a table in the back.

This was the setting Monday
evening when Democrats from the
22nd Legislative District gathered in
Fanwood to introduce themselves to
local residents. With only a handful
of people in attendance — certainly
no more than 20 — the evening
seemed almost a grassroots affair.
But regardless of its size, the phrase
“all politics is local” quickly became
the deliberate leitmotif of the gather-
ing.

The function featured candidates
from the borough, county and state
levels. Topping this hierarchy were
New Jersey Assemblyman and state
Senate candidate Joseph S. Suliga of
Linden, along with Assemblyman
Jerry Green of Plainfield and Union
County Freeholder Linda d. Stender
of Fanwood, who are running for the
district’s two state Assembly seats.

Candidates cited high automobile
insurance, property taxes and educa-

tional funding as major issues facing
New Jersey.

They pointed to a state debt they
said has tripled in the past eight
years, spending which has increased
three times the rate of inflation, and
automobile insurance and property
taxes that are the highest in the coun-
try as examples of failed Republican
leadership.

Mrs. Stender, a former Mayor of
Fanwood, said that insurance com-
panies in this state make a profit of
about 11 percent, while in other states
they average about 7 percent.

“This” so-called reform is a joke,”
she remarked.

Mr. Suliga said that while vaporiz-
ing the debt immediately would be
impossible, the state could begin to
“stop the bleeding” by not borrow-
ing additional funds. He said he has
voted against seven of eight state
budgets because he felt they were too
fat.

Also present at Monday’s event
were Union County Freeholders
Lewis Mingo, Jr. and Daniel P.
Sullivan who, along with Westfield
resident Mary Ruotolo, are seeking
re-election to the nine-member, all-
Democratic board.

Union County Sheriff Ralph
Froehlich and Fanwood Borough

Council candidates Katherine
Mitchell and Michael Brennan also
spoke at the event.

“I think taxes will be a big issue”
in this election, said Ms. Mitchell, an
incumbent who voted against this
year’s municipal budget and has sup-
ported finding alternatives to high
property taxes.

Mr. Mingo said that one of his top
priorities would be providing after-
school facilities for teenagers, whom
he feels have been neglected where
programming is concerned. Mr.
Suliga, meanwhile, has made fight-
ing teenage smoking one of his main
issues.

Candidates spent the majority of
the evening supporting their running
mates and other members of the party
seeking elected office. Despite the
local candor and friendly tone of the
affair, however, area Democrats are
waging a not-so-quiet battle to take
back control of Trenton. They are
also hoping to retain seats on the
Freeholder board and the Fanwood
Borough Council.

Legislative redistricting has re-
shaped the 22nd District, transform-
ing it from a Republican holy ground
to a possible Democratic acquisition
come November.

Per the new district’s map,
Fanwood and Scotch Plains remain a
part of the 22nd District, while
Westfield will return to the solidly
Republican 21st.

Candidates agreed that state and
local government, although they lack
the fanfare of national politics, have
a direct impact on the people.

“It is absolutely gratifying,” said
Mr. Mingo, when asked about work-
ing at the county level. He said that
even though people sometimes ask
him for favors or to do things beyond
his power, he likes working for and
helping the people he knows.

Cheri Rogowsky for The Westfield Leader and The Times
CANDIDATES’ FORUM…Democratic candidates for political office gathered in Fanwood Monday evening to discuss
key issues in this year’s campaigns. Pictured, left to right, are: Union County Sheriff Ralph Froehlich, Borough Council
candidate Michael Brennan and Union County Freeholder and former Fanwood Mayor Linda d. Stender.


