Vietnam vet earns Quilt of Valor

By Terry Brown
Columnist

Retired Navy Lt. Cmdr. Philip LaBatte of Loudonville, a Vietnam War
veteran, was awarded a Quilt of Valor during a ceremony at the Melvin
Roads American Legion Post in East Greenbush.

LaBatte also received a portrait that illustrates what he looks like today and
another portrait shows what he looked like while under siege at the Battle
of Khe Sanh during the Tet Offensive in South Vietnam in 1968.

Darci Sprague of Albany, leader of Northeast Needlers of Quilts of Valor
Foundation, and members Peggy Pinella of Colonie, and Rodie Jones of
Troy, presented the patriotic quilt to LaBatte.

Don Scott of Colonie, an Air Force veteran and artist, presented the portrait
to LaBatte. Scott’s specialty is painting and framing portraits of war
veterans.

LaBatte is a graduate of the Naval Academy at Annapolis. He served two
tours on the USS Saint Paul off the coast of North Vietnam. He then served
with the 1st Marine Regiment as a fire support coordinator at Khe Sanh and
DaNang.



“Today we are here to honor Philip LaBatte for your service to defend the
United States,” Sprague said during the ceremony. “We also thank and
honor those left behind. We thank you (LaBatte) for standing in harm’s
way in a time of crisis, protecting us from the effects of war.”

Sprague noted what she and her group of seven other volunteers do for
military personnel and veterans who “have been touched by war.”

“Our quilters know that freedom isn’t free,” she added. “The cost of our
freedom is the dedication of men and women like you. This quilt is meant
to thank you for your sacrifice and the sacrifice made by your family. This
quilt was made with love and filled with prayers of comfort; to remind you,
you are forever in our thoughts and hearts.”

Sprague is one of more than 11,000 volunteers across the United States
who create quilts.

Sprague and three of her fellow volunteers, Linda Mulheren of East
Greenbush, Connie Osekoski of Hopewell Junction, and Rodie Jones are
retired ICU nurses who served at the Stratton Veterans Affairs Medical
Center in Albany before retirement.

The quilters have been busy since 2003, when foundation founder
Catherine Roberts’ son was serving in Iraq as a gunner on a Humvee.
Roberts, of Winterset, lowa, said while he was deployed, she was never
more than five minutes away from a panic attack. She thought and
thought, and finally, in a dream, it came to her how she could let him know
she was constantly sending him strength and love.

In that dream, the quilter saw a quilt wrapped around the shoulders of
someone serving in a war zone. She also saw that a “quilt would be a
comfort and would keep the war demons away.”

The next morning, she quickly completed a quilt for her son, wrapped it up,
neat and tidy, and shipped it to him. As soon as it arrived, the son told her
it gave him great comfort. He also said it was a tangible reminder of his
support network back home.

That response prompted her to call a few friends, and they called a few
more friends to join in sewing quilts for troops serving in a combat zone.
They began sending quilts to troops in military war zones as well as to the
wounded in hospitals.



“Today we have expanded that effort to include anyone touched by war,”
Sprague said.

One of the first Vietnam War veteran recipients told Catherine that his
quilt was very touching, an unconditional thank you and not only protected
him from the cool of the night but also protected him from his demons.

To date, volunteers have made and distributed 437,630 quilts to military
personnel and veterans all over the world, Sprague added.

The recipients have included World War II, Korean War, Vietnam War,
Grenada, Panama, Afghanistan, and Iraq war veterans.

“We like to think our quilts are priceless as they can’t be purchased,”
Sprague said. “They cannot be sold. Our quilts are not gifted or randomly
handed out but awarded to only deserving recipients.”

“The mission of the Quilts of Valor Foundation is to cover service members
and veterans touched by war with comforting and healing Quilts of Valor,”
she added.

What prompted Sprague and the other Northeast Needlers to make quilts
for war veterans?

“Four retired nurses went on a vacation that included a quilt show in
Paducah, Ky.,” Sprague said. “At the show, there was a Quilts of Valor
Foundation information booth. At that time, we were looking for ways to
honor our veterans.” That booth motivated the retired nurses to make
Quilts of Valor to honor Capital Region veterans.

Before they retired from the medical center, the quilts had been used as
support pillows by patients. “The veterans loved them,” she said.

Mail Call

“Mail Call: Letters From/To Vietnam” program and exhibition will be held
by the state Office of General Services at 1:30 p.m. March 25, in the Albany
Room at the Empire State Plaza North Concourse in Albany.

Light refreshments and the program will begin at 2 p.m.
The exhibition will be held in the Vietnam Memorial Gallery.

The program will include a multimedia presentation featuring veterans
discussing clips from the HBO documentary, “Dear America: Letters Home



from Vietnam,” and sharing their thoughts and experiences.

Benjamin Pomerance, deputy counsel for the state Department of
Veterans’ Services, will host the event. Panelists will include Ned Foote,
Vietnam Veterans of America New York State Council president; Karl
Rohde, Putnam County Veterans Services director; and Bruce Pentland,
benefits adviser for the state Department of Veterans’ Services.

Veterans’ breakfasts

The Lois Wilson Memorial Breakfast Club will meet at two locations.
Wilson of Schodack, a veterans’ advocate, founded the club.

The club will meet from 8 to 10 a.m. Thursdays at the Melvin Roads
American Legion Post at 200 Columbia Turnpike, East Greenbush.

The club will meet from 8 to 11 a.m. Fridays at the Gateway Diner, 899
Central Ave., Albany.

World War II, Korean War, Vietnam War, Persian Gulf War, Afghanistan
War, Iraq War, Cold War, and other veterans, as well as their wives,
husbands, and friends are welcome.

News of your troops and units can be sent to Times Union, Duty Calls, Terry
Brown, Box 15000, Albany, NY 12212 or brownt@timesunion.com



