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Williston 
Independence 
Day Parade 
rings in spirit 
 
 
Brigitta Barker rides 
as the Grand Marshal 
in the Independence 
Day Parade in 
Williston. 
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*** Updated July 5, 2017 at 6:47 a.m. with text by Jonathan Lewis 
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     WILLISTON – This year’s Independence Day Parade in Williston was again on a 
day other than the Fourth of July, because the city provides for people to celebrate in 
other places, on Independence Day itself too. 

  

Just before the 
parade started 
motorcycle-riding 
law enforcement 
officers and officers 
in cruisers went up 
and down the length 
of the route. The 
volunteers who are 
the Levy County 
Sheriff's Office 
Citizens On Patrol 
again played a vital 
part in keeping 
parade participants 
and onlookers safe. 

At the end of the parade, the voice of Williston Police Department Deputy 
Chief Clay Connolly could be heard asking parents to secure their children 
because normal traffic was about to resume. 
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The parade opens with support from Williston's neighbors to the east -- 
Ocala and Marion County. 
 

 
Williston Police Chief Dennis Strow is in the shade here near the front of 
the parade. 
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The Florida Highway Patrol is represented in the parade. 
 

 
Levy County Sheriff's Deputy Grant Sandlin rides in the parade. Other 
members of the LCSO were in the parade, including on golf carts used to 
help student drivers improve their insight about wearing seatbelts, driving 
without being distracted, not becoming intoxicated while driving and 
driving in a manner other than aggressively. 
 

 
 
 
A classic 
Ocala Police 
Department 
cruiser 
is seen here. 
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A classic visiting state police vehicle is shown. 
 

 
The WHS AJROTC Color Guard 
 

 

     The parade on Monday (July 3) was the start of fun that concluded at Horsemen’s 
Park with fireworks that night, as has been the tradition in Williston for the past several 
years, and as is tradition, there was a phenomenal grand marshal of the parade this 
year. 
 
https://youtu.be/K3S_LYsAC7M 
This 30-minute video shows the parade from start to finish, with just a 
couple or breaks, where there were spaces of time with no parade units in 
between. Be prepared when it starts for loud sirens! 
 
     The 2017 Williston Independence Day Parade Grand Marshal -- Brigitta Barker -- is 
“one of the finest women who ever lived in Williston,” Williston Mayor Gerald Hethcoat 
said during an interview on the morning of The Fourth of July (Tuesday). 
     The mayor said this woman who was born in 1921 has taught all four of his daughters 

https://youtu.be/K3S_LYsAC7M
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how to play piano. Parade Grand Marshal Barker, who just turned 96 last month, is also 
a phenomenal baker, the mayor said. 
     Barker taught at the Christian school, the mayor said, and she is “full of the Holy 
Spirit.” 
     She plays piano at the church she attends, which is Faith Baptist Church, the mayor 
said. 
     Even at 96, Barker sill walks four miles every day, the mayor said. 
     “She is always bubbly and happy,” Mayor Hethcoat said, as he added that he was 
extremely pleased to have Barker as the grand marshal of the parade. 
     The mayor enjoyed this parade, as he has enjoyed many. 
     This year, his brother Dr. Gayland Oliver Hethcoat of Virginia was in town to serve as 
the chauffer of the golf cart in the parade. Also riding in that golf cart was Larry 
Wininger, the husband of Williston City Council Vice President Nancy Wininger. 
     A book was written about Brigitta Poldemaa Barker, the mayor said. It is titled The 
Long Walk Home. 
*** 

     Following is a brief synopsis with highlights of her life, as provided by her with her 
grandson Jonathan Lewis sending it to HardisonInk.com at the request of the daily, 
online newspaper's publisher. 
     Brigitta Barker, or "Gita" as some friends call her, was born in 1921 in the tiny 
country of Estonia. At 96 years of age, she has survived WWII, including the sinking of a 
hospital ship, a labor camp, and multiple air raids in many countries. 
     She immigrated to America in 1947, married United States Army Capt. Val Barker (a 
Williston native) and had three sons and three daughters. She moved to Williston in 
1970, and has become an honored and beloved citizen. She gives all glory to God for the 
wonderful life she has lived in America. 
     Her mother died when she was in her early teens from health issues. She and her 
brother continued to live with their father, who was a police officer for the city of 
Tallinn. When the Russians invaded Estonia during WWII, they eliminated all Estonia 
authority figures. 
     One night at 3 a.m., Russian soldiers knocked on the door and took her Father at 
gunpoint. This was the last time she and her brother ever saw their father. 
     She and her brother then moved to the country to live full-time with their 
grandmother.  
     As times got worse during the war, she and her brother decided they would board a 
medical ship and attempt to leave Estonia. While at sea, the Russians bombed the ship. 
Her brother drowned. She was fortunate to be able to jump into a lifeboat. 
     While on the lifeboat, a German ship picked her and others up and took them to a 
labor camp. 
     After a period of time, she was able to get out of the labor camp (which she believes 
was a miracle).  
     In Vienna, Austria, she met Capt. Barker. They fell in love and when Capt. Barker had 
to leave Austria to come back to the United States, he told her he would "send for her." 
     After three long months, she received a letter, informing her of the plans to fly her to 
the United States of America. 
     Upon her arrival in the U.S., she and my (Jonathan Lewis') grandpa studied every 
night for months preparing for the U.S. immigration test. In 1947, she legally 
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immigrated to the U.S. 
     From there, she traveled to many different Army bases, raising a total of six children, 
three boys and three girls, and she eventually ended up in Williston in 1970 and has 
lived her since. 
      
 

 
The Williston City Council was riding atop the huge, bright green vehicle 
that Williston Fire Rescue has at the Williston Municipal Airport. 
 

 
VFW Post 5511 of Williston 
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Miss Williston 2017 Lela Taylor is among the many winners of pageants in 
the parade. There were also children in a martial arts school who 
demonstrated their skill and some baton twirlers. 
 

 
Eighth Judicial Circuit Court Judge Joseph Smith rides in the back of a 
pickup truck as Levy County Judge J.T. ‘Tim’ Browning walks. 
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Levy County Commissioner Matt Brooks walks as other commissioners and 
guests ride. 
 

 
Jimmy Jones pilots the vehicle for his wife Levy County Supervisor of 
Elections Tammy Jones. 
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Williston FFA Alumni were giving away bags. Children may have found 
these to be helpful initially just for the many pieces of candy that were 
thrown. 
 

 
Williston Fire Rescue 
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Chiefland Fire Rescue 
 

 
Smokey Bear of the Florida Forest Service 
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WFR Brush Fire Attack Unit 
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The Levy County Fair and Royalty - winners of the pageants this year at the 
county fair. 
 

 
Some of the many WES Safety Patrol members are seen in the parade. 
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A VBS with Peru as the theme... 
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2017 Little Peanut King Alex Rodriguez 
 

 
Little Miss Williston Kimberlyn Hayes and Junior Miss Williston Lillian 
Morgan 
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The Williston Woman's Club unit in the parade 

 
 
Dr. Kenneth Schwiebert, DMD 
(above), drive a pickup truck 
pulling some old-fashioned floats 
(below). 
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First United Methodist Church of Williston had a well-decorated float. 
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Sunshine Drugs is among the many business interests with entrees in the 
parade. 
 

 
The Rafter Cross Cowboy Church sent scores of horse riders to help 
Williston celebrate the day with the theme Let Freedom Ring. 
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The Drummond Community Bank’s float with the theme Let Freedom Ring 
is among the most attractive float units in the parade. 
 

 
There were more than a dozen Corvettes in the parade. 
 

 
This is an old VW. 


