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places to introduce Veterans like Michael Szramowski 
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To all our partners:
Here at VAPHS, we are—and always will be—
deeply honored to serve Veterans. But, as this 
issue’s cover story makes clear, we are no longer 
content to sit and wait for our Nation’s heroes to 
come to us. No. Veterans: We are hitting the road, 
broadening our smiles and reaching out to you. 

Since launching our Community Outreach 
Program nearly two years ago, VA Pittsburgh 
staff have traveled to rock concerts. Car shows. 
Women’s conferences. County fairs. During 
these moments, amid cotton candy booths and 
super stars performing in a cloud of smoke, our 
health experts have fielded questions on just 
about every topic.

We have helped Veterans discover untapped 
benefits. New eyeglasses. Treatment options for 
cancer. Lower medication costs. We’ve met with 
mothers. Husbands. Young Veterans, fresh from 
serving multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
World War II heroes whose private health 
insurance plans are now falling short.     

Our Community Outreach Program is, quite 
simply, helping Veterans lead better, healthier, 
happier lives. 

So, if you spot a VA Pittsburgh outreach booth 
around town, I invite you to swing by—don’t be 
shy!!—and say hello. We won’t be raffling off a 
fancy sports car or selling funnel cakes. But, we 
can help. Listen. Answer questions. And—if you 
ask Mike Szramowski, the Veteran in our cover 
story—we can even save lives.
Sincerely, 

Terry Gerigk Wolf, FACHE
Director and Chief Executive Officer
VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System

Helping  
Veterans at  
a health fair 

in Ohio. 
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thebragsheet

$597,649.34
raised locally for the    31st National Veterans Wheelchair 
Games, which are coming to Pittsburgh Aug. 1-6, 2011. 

A Rave Review  
the Joint Commission—an independent nonprofit that accredits 

health care organizations nationwide—recently recognized Va Pittsburgh 
for best practices in the following areas:  

• alerting patients of the dangers of mixing smoking with medical oxygen 
• teaching frontline staff to screen patients for behavioral health issues 
• performing suicide risk assessments throughout the health care system 

Top Docs of 2011  
➼ Physicians Sandra Blakowski, who
directs hospice and palliative care, and
Elif Sonel, who oversees a clinic for new
Veterans, now share a prestigious title: 
Doctor of the Year at VaPHS. “Both 
women are warm and compassionate 
physicians who are also fearless leaders 
in their respective clinical fields,”  
says VaPHS director and CEo terry 
gerigk Wolf. Congrats, docs!

➼

Nearly 1 in 3 Employees at VAPHS are Veterans 
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ToR The X FacVAchatter  
VA staff and the female veterans they serve sound off on what makes VA     Pittsburgh’s Healthy Women’s Center shine

We have an interest  
in our patients’  

personal and  
overall well-being, 

and they have a very 
personal interest in 
us as well. It’s really 
about relationships.

Dr. Jo-Anne Suffoletto,  
Healthy Women’s Center

I love my doctor. I can 
talk to her—she gets  

to know me. She’ll ask 
me about my family. 

Those are the bedside 
manners that I  

appreciate. If I have a 
problem, I can call 

anyone at the center  
at any given time.

Louise E. Walker,  
Navy Veteran

The VA really surpasses many civilian  
facilities in care. There’s so much more 

camaraderie. Everyone has this kind of an  
attitude of wanting to be helpful. They  

really do seem to go the extra mile.
B. Veronika Zwergel, Army Veteran
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 The X FacToR 
VA staff and the female veterans they serve sound off on what makes VA     Pittsburgh’s Healthy Women’s Center shine

There was no program like this  
available for my mom—an Air Force 

Veteran—and it really could have 
benefited her. Personally, I’m grateful.

The Healthy Women’s Center is  
awesome. They’re very nice, very caring, 

very adept to what our needs are.
Tina N. Howell, Army Veteran

We have an emphasis on the 
total care of the woman that 

allows us to provide a one-stop 
shopping model—a national 

VA model that we first  
developed here. We really are 

leading the nation in terms 
of quality of care for 

women—both 
in the VA and  
outside the VA.

Dr. Melissa  
McNeil, Healthy  

Women’s  
Center medical 

director

Women Veterans were 
willing to sacrifice their 

lives for our freedom, and 
we owe it to them to serve 

them as they served us.
—Desmarie DeCuir, VISN 4  

lead women Veterans  
program manager

‹‹

‹‹

‹‹

A New  
erA of 
HEALiNg 
WOMEN 
VETERANS

Female Veterans are on pace  
to double in number over the 
next few years. In preparing for 
this demographic shift—and in 
recognizing that women have 
unique health care needs—the 
VA has undergone nothing 
short of a medical makeover 
during the last decade. 

Locally, VA Pittsburgh 
Healthcare System has been 
quick to help women feel 
welcome—and well cared 
for—within its walls. This  
commitment began more  
than a decade ago, when VA 
Pittsburgh opened “one of the 
VA’s first female-centered 
clinics,” says Patricia M. Hayes, 
who is the VA’s national 
director of women’s health and 
a former women Veterans 
program manager at VAPHS.  

In March 2011, VA Pittsburgh 
reaffirmed its trailblazer 
reputation by cutting the 
ribbon on a full-service Healthy 
Women’s Center on its  
University Drive campus.  
The center stands apart as an 
oasis—complete with a kids’  
play space, lactation area and 
fireplace—for female Veterans. 

“VA Pittsburgh has always 
been a pioneer in adjusting  
to the needs of women  
Veterans,” says Hayes.  

     

V E

PATRICIA M. HAYES
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WoRdS of War  

THOMAS NELSON

One Veteran shares his memories—and bonds with comrades—in a new program at VAPHS      By ARIn GenCeR

O
n a Monday afternoon, Veteran 
Thomas Nelson sits among a 
handful of men, engaging in one 
of friendship’s oldest and simplest 

traditions: swapping stories. 
It is here—in the Veterans’ Forum on unit 

3B in the Community Living Center at the 
H.J. Heinz campus—where Nelson discovers 
that he and his current roommate trekked 
through some of the same battlefronts dur-
ing World War II.

The 89-year-old Pittsburgh resident listens 
intently as another man tells of his search-
and-rescue days in the U.S. Coast Guard, 
helping people stranded on the Great Lakes.

Somewhere inside the hour, Nelson’s lips 
part. He has his own memories to share 
about serving as a private first class in a 
trucking outfit for the Fifth Army. He talks 
of driving in northern Africa—and the time 
his truck’s front wheels ended up in the air 
when he tried to dump a load of trash.

He talks of navigating Italy, about the day 
his crew gave their old vehicles to Italian 
allies after receiving new trucks from the 
United States. That night, one of the Italians 
“killed a person on the street” while driving a 
secondhand truck. The incident landed  

Nelson in trouble; the offending vehicle still 
bore his assigned number.

“They thought I did it,” he recalls. “They 
wanted to know where I was. But if I told 
where I was, I would have caught heck, so  
I was in a tough spot.”

And where was he?
“I was at a farmhouse, eating octopus  

and eggs” smiles Nelson, remembering the 
generosity of that Italian family. “I should 
have been with my truck. And I caught heck. 
And the Lord straightened it out.” 

The group packs their weekly sessions 
with stories like Nelson’s. Their recollec-
tions come in all forms: Humorous.  
Bittersweet. Serious. Heartening.   

For Nelson, whose stay at VAPHS is only 
temporary, the forum gives him a rare  
opportunity for lively conversation. At 
home, he is alone with a caregiver most of 
the day. The discussions also carry a deeper 
value—a sense of closeness that comes 
from a shared perspective.  

“You can talk to somebody who under-
stands,” he says. “Nobody understands like 
the Veterans would because they’ve been 
in trouble. They have been in the war. They 
know what you are going through.” 

About THe FORum
VAPHS Chaplain Michele 
Gray-Schaffer launched 
the Veterans’ Forum  
in late 2010 to give Com-
munity Living Center 
residents a chance to 

share their life experiences.
“They tell you what they need to 

say,” says Gray-Schaffer of the group, 
which is comprised of Veterans who 
served in World War II and the Korean 

and Vietnam wars. “Sometimes 
they just want to listen and hear 
everybody else’s story. Sometimes 
we’ve had tears. They share some 
very painful memories.”

Gray-Schaffer poses a new topic  
each week, often aiming to keep the 
sessions light and encouraging talk 
beyond military memories.  

 Recent prompts include “the funni-
est thing I ever saw or did” (leading to 

a story about one Veteran acciden-
tally swallowing a whistle when 
he was 5); “lice, letters and leave” 
(involving a prisoner-of-war sharing 
his experience as a captive); and “my 
favorite machine” (a call for rifle- and 
car-themed anecdotes).

“It has really become a vehicle for 
everybody,” Gray-Schaffer says. “It 
is releasing something in them that  
I feel they need to release.”
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One Veteran shares his memories—and bonds with comrades—in a new program at VAPHS      By ARIn GenCeR

‘‘I should have been with 
my truck. And I caught 
heck. And the Lord 
straightened it out.” 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: 
an army jeep and 2.5-ton 
trucks in a convoy in World 
War II; a pin with flags from 
Italy and Morocco; a fifth 
army patch; nelson (in gray 
sweatshirt) during a recent 
Veterans’ forum session.



coverstory

reAchiNg out, TRAnSFORmInG LIVeS
A new VAPHS program hits the road to offer Veterans a helping hand     By BeTHAny mIGA  
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reAchiNg out, TRAnSFORmInG LIVeS
A new VAPHS program hits the road to offer Veterans a helping hand     By BeTHAny mIGA  

In March 2011, VA  
Pittsburgh set up a booth 

at the Duquesne Light 
Home and Garden Show  

to connect with local 
Veterans as part of the 

health care system’s  
ongoing community 

outreach initiative. There, 
amid flowers and foun-
tains for sale, Outreach 

Coordinator Heather 
Frantz met Army Veteran 

Michael “Mike”  
Szramowski, 58. What 

follows is their story about 
hard times, the power of  

a parting hug and a  
serendipitous fresh start.
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the Veteran sits on the 
porch at the Veterans 
recovery Center at  
H.J. Heinz, where he is 
receiving care.

coverstory

Recent VAPHS  
Outreach Events 

Tim McGraw concert  ›› Pittsburgh Steelers football game  ›› Rockstar      Mayhem Festival  ›› Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure  ›› Tom Petty concert  ››  Pittsburgh International Auto Show  ›› ‹‹

M
ike Szramowski: I became homeless 
13 months ago. I lost my house—and 
everything in it—because I had  
difficulties with the taxes. At first, 
I went to a shelter in East Liberty. 

After that, I stayed in an abandoned church. Then, all 
throughout the winter, I slept in a park.  

I used to go to Wendy’s. That’s how you’d survive. At 
Wendy’s, it’s warm and most people didn’t know I was 
homeless. One guy would come in every two to three 
weeks. He was a businessman from rural New York, and 
we became acquaintances. When I saw him this March, 
he had an extra ticket to Pittsburgh’s Home and Garden 
Show. He invited me to go with him, and I went.

The show was filled with Jacuzzis, kitchen cabinets 
and fireplaces. Everybody wanted to sell something. “Are 
you interested in windows?” they’d ask. It was not a 
place for someone with almost no money and no house, 
to boot. I ended up with bags full of literature. And then I 
spotted Heather’s booth. 

Heather Frantz: It was a Thursday night. We had 
already talked to hundreds of Veterans there.

MS: I bet there weren’t hundreds of homeless 
Veterans! I had an old coat on—a coat that’s seen 
better days.
HF: You weren’t going to stop and talk to us, either.

MS: No, I wasn’t. 

HF: But you did stop. And you asked us if we 
were with the VA, and I explained that we were. 
You just wanted to take the information. I said, 

“We will give it to you, but we need you to fill out this 
card so that we have a way to reach you.” And you told 
me that you didn’t have a contact number, and then you 
said that you were homeless. 

MS: When I went there, I had no concept of 
running into this. It was something to do with my 
day. We talked for a minute or two, and then I 

finally said the word “homeless.” I rarely do that.
HF: After talking a little bit, I asked if he 
was hungry. I invited him to go get  
something to eat.

Hookstown Fair  ›› Dick’s Sporting Goods Pittsburgh Marathon  ›› Rascal Flatts concert  ›› Washington Wild Things baseball game ›› Ride for Homeless Vets: Hotrod and Bike Show ›› 
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Tim McGraw concert  ›› Pittsburgh Steelers football game  ›› Rockstar      Mayhem Festival  ›› Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure  ›› Tom Petty concert  ››  Pittsburgh International Auto Show  ›› 
Hookstown Fair  ›› Dick’s Sporting Goods Pittsburgh Marathon  ›› Rascal Flatts concert  ›› Washington Wild Things baseball game ›› Ride for Homeless Vets: Hotrod and Bike Show ›› 

‘‘We talked for a  
minute or two, and 
then I finally said  
the word ‘homeless.’  
I rarely do that .” 
–MIkE SzRAMOWSkI



coverstory

MS: Chicken fingers and fries. They were 
very good. 

HF: Looking back on it, Mike was very sweet. 
He talked to me about his children and how 
he had become homeless. I asked him to 

meet me at my office at VA Pittsburgh. We settled on 
meeting the following Monday. Three days away. 

We parted ways, and you tried to just give me a 
handshake, remember, Mike? But I gave you a hug. 
I hoped that if I gave you a hug, then you would 
meet me on Monday. Still, I had a little bit of anxi-
ety leaving him that night. I was really afraid that 
I’d never see him again. 

MS: I wanted a few days to tell all the 
people I knew that I was about to disap-
pear. And I did tell them. I told them that I 

was going to VA Pittsburgh to change my life. I 
showed them the bag of literature from the Home 
and Garden Show. 

HF: On Monday morning, I was watching a 
clock and breaking a sweat. I knew I was 
supposed to meet him at 11. Then registra-

tion called, and they said he was here.
MS: I had thought about the situation all 
weekend, and I told myself, I’m just going 
to trust Heather and go with it. It was 

wonderful to see her. 
HF: We got Mike in to see a doctor right 
away. We gave him some cream for his 
hands, which were really cracked and 

hurting from being outside. We also gave him a 
voucher to eat lunch in our cafeteria. And while 
Mike was eating, we called to find him a place to 
stay for the night.  

After an interview or two, our staff accepted 
Mike into our Veterans Recovery Center— 
specifically our residential living villas. This  
program helps homeless Veterans like Mike get 
their lives back on track.

MS: They gave me the bed without any 
questions. It was wonderful to sleep in a 
bed. But, I still needed more time to tell 

people what was happening. I asked for one more 
day before starting the program.  

‘‘So many aren’t aware of all the VA health care 
benefits that they have earned a nd deserved, so I 
am here to say, ‘We can help—a nd here’s how.’ ” 
–VAPHS OUTREACH COORDINATOR HEATHER FRANTz

Sugarland concert  ›› Ultimate Cage Fighting Challenge  ›› Galleria at Pittsburgh Mills  ›› Johnstown Thu nder in the Valley  ›› World of Wheels show  ›› Women’s Health & Fitness Expo  ›› John Mayer concert  ››
Kidney Day at Kennywood  ›› Brooks & Dunn concert  ›› Westmoreland Fair  ›› Wings Over Pittsburgh air  show  ›› Toby Keith concert  ›› Pennsylvania Conference for Women  ›› American Diabetes Association EXPO  ›› 
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the annual Stand  
down outreach event 

for homeless Veterans at 
Shepherd’s Heart Veterans 

Home in Pittsburgh.  

So many aren’t aware of all the VA health care 
benefits that they have earned a nd deserved, so I 
am here to say, ‘We can help—a nd here’s how.’ ” 
–VAPHS OUTREACH COORDINATOR HEATHER FRANTz

Sugarland concert  ›› Ultimate Cage Fighting Challenge  ›› Galleria at Pittsburgh Mills  ›› Johnstown Thu nder in the Valley  ›› World of Wheels show  ›› Women’s Health & Fitness Expo  ›› John Mayer concert  ››
Kidney Day at Kennywood  ›› Brooks & Dunn concert  ›› Westmoreland Fair  ›› Wings Over Pittsburgh air  show  ›› Toby Keith concert  ›› Pennsylvania Conference for Women  ›› American Diabetes Association EXPO  ›› 
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coverstory
HF: When I heard that you had asked to 
leave for the night, I was nervous. But, I 
kept telling myself that you showed up 

before, so you would show up again.
MS: That last day, I went to Arby’s 
for lunch, because you get tired of 
Wendy’s. I actually said goodbye to 

my spot in the park. All the while, I’m 
thinking, this phase of my life is done. I had 
four bags of stale bread and old clothes.  
That was it. I came back to VA Pittsburgh  
on Wednesday. I kept my promise.

To date, I’ve been here six weeks. I  
participate in so many different class-
room activities, and I’m learning to use the 
computer. I’m in therapy. I have three more 
months to go, and, in this next phase, I’m  
going to concentrate—with the VA’s help—
on finding a job. This is a recovery place. 
For me, I’m recovering more from a bunch 
of negativity in my life. I am finally able to 
take my focus off of what I’ve lost. I’ve  
realized that I have to take care of myself.

HF: I don’t know if you are aware of
this, Mike, but you will always
have a special spot in my heart. I  

think about you a lot. I’ve called to check in  
on you almost every week. 

MS: We did establish some sort of 
bond. You fed me. You changed the 
whole situation for me. If it wasn’t  

for you being there at the home and garden 
show, I don’t know where I’d be now. I was  
so surprised to run into you there, but I’m 
really glad that I did.

Some of the literature 
available to Veterans 
at outreach events. 

Setting the  
RecoRd StRaight:  

4 MYTHS AbOUT  
VA HEALTH CARE

MYTH #1

I’m not eligible for VA care because
I was not injured during service
and did not serve during wartime.
FALSE! If you served in the military—
even during peacetime—and you 
received an honorable discharge, you 
may be eligible for VA health care.  
To learn if you qualify, visit any VA  
facility or go to www.pittsburgh.
va.gov/patients/eligibility.asp and 
submit an application for VA benefits. 

MYTH #2

I can only receive care for  
service-connected injuries.
FALSE! We treat service-connected
injuries free of charge, but we also
treat any ailment—as long as you are 
enrolled in the VA system and received 
an honorable discharge. Depending on 
your disability rating and other factors, 
we may ask for a co-payment. Learn 
more at www.va.gov/healtheligibility/
library/pubs/copayglance

Showmasters Gun Show  ›› The Mall at Robinson  ›› Women’s Health & the Environment Conference  ›› Brad Paisley concert
Ride for Homeless Vets: Motorcycle Poker Run  ›› Hookstown Fair  ›› Willie Nelson’s Country Throwdown  Tour  ›› Pittsburgh Power arena football game  ››
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MYTH #3

I make too much money to qualify 
for VA health care.
IT DEPENDS…many factors 
determine your eligibility for VA 
health care. To see if you qualify based 
on your income, use the VA’s financial 
calculator at www.va.gov/health 
eligibility/apps/enrollmentcalculator 

MYTH #4

I can’t use VA health care if I  
have private health insurance.
FALSE! you can take advantage of 
your VA health benefits even if you 
have private insurance. That said, we 
strongly encourage you to retain your 
private insurance, which may give you 
more options and flexibility for your 
future medical needs.

BRinging VaPhS 
TO YOUR  
NEIGHbORHOOD
As outreach coordinator, Heather 
Frantz directs a team of VAPHS  
experts, including authorities on  
eligibility and enrollment, women’s 
health, and caring for new Veterans. 
Together, the team has connected with 
Veterans at nearly 100 events since the 
program launched in August 2009. Here, 
Frantz answers five questions about 
reaching out to our Nation’s heroes.  

Q: What is the goal of your program?
A: Our goal is to engage and educate Veterans, 
their families and the general public at commu-
nity events about VA health care benefits and 
VA Pittsburgh’s services and locations.

Q: What is the best part of your job? 
A: Helping so many Veterans discover a 
benefit they were not even aware of has been 
a truly rewarding experience.

Q: If you could tell newly returned service 
members one thing, what would it be?
A: That they have five years from their date 
of discharge to receive free VA care for any 
combat-related condition, and we are ready, 
eager and honored to serve them.  

Q: What is one thing people are  
surprised to learn about VAPHS? 
A: That we are one of the largest VA 
facilities in the country! We have three main  
campuses—Highland Drive, university Drive 
and H.J. Heinz—as well as five community 
based outpatient clinics, which are located  
in areas outside the city.

Q: Where can Veterans learn more?
A: I encourage everyone to visit our website 
www.pittsburgh.va.gov. Here, they can read 
more about our physicians, the many services 
that we offer and much more. 

Interested in learning more about 
VAPHS or partnering with VAPHS to 
reach Veterans? Contact Frantz at 
heather.frantz@va.gov or 412-954-4142.

Showmasters Gun Show  ›› The Mall at Robinson  ›› Women’s Health & the Environment Conference  ›› Brad Paisley concert
Ride for Homeless Vets: Motorcycle Poker Run  ›› Hookstown Fair  ›› Willie Nelson’s Country Throwdown  Tour  ›› Pittsburgh Power arena football game  ››
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haveyouheard?
Two Newsletters 
to Read Now   
We recently launched 
the following short-run 
publications:  
1  Bridge City Post, a go-to 
resource for all things  
31st National Veterans 
Wheelchair Games.
 www.pittsburgh.va.gov/
NVWG/newsletter
2 Full Steam Ahead, a 
monthly newsletter 
devoted to sharing  
the latest VAPHS  
construction news.
www.pittsburgh.va.gov/ 
construction

Google While You Wait  
We now offer free wireless Internet service at University Drive’s Heroes Hall, 
which is located near the main first-floor lobby. Accessing the network is a 
snap: simply ask the Heroes Hall check-in desk for our secure pass code. 

Break Out the Blueprints 
This spring, the Department of Veterans Affairs awarded 
a $27.3 million contract to build a new research office 
building on VAPHS’s University Drive campus. Construc-
tion is underway and expected to wrap in fall 2013. 

Roll Out the Welcome Mat 
Please join us in greeting two new members of VA Pittsburgh’s 
executive staff: Chief of Staff Dr. Ali Sonel (far left) and 
Associate Director Lovetta Ford (left). Sonel previously directed 
VAPHS’s cardiac catheterization laboratories and research and 
development program. Ford, a licensed clinical social worker, 
formerly served as the behavioral health manager and  
homeless program coordinator for VISN 4. 
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We’d Like to  
Hear From You
Veterans First serves the  
patients, volunteers,  
employees and friends of  
VA Pittsburgh Healthcare
System. To learn more  
about this magazine,  
contact us at 412-822-3533 or 
bethany.miga@va.gov. 
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