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Historic retirement party sets the bar for future 
fun  

 
Deputy Police Chief Clay Connolly (left) holds his service weapon (in a box) 
and a plaque after the ceremony at the retirement party held in his honor 
Friday evening (Sept. 20). Standing beside Connolly, is his friend and 
colleague WPD Chief Dennis Strow. Eight years ago, they both sought the 
job as chief of the WPD. 
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     WILLISTON -- Go big or go home. 
     The retirement of the law enforcement officer who served the longest term in the 
history of the Williston Police Department resulted in a surprise party Friday evening 
(Sept. 20), the likes of which has not been seen for a WPD retiree before. 

 
 

https://youtu.be/r9I0Q2E6M1I 
In this video, WPD Deputy Chief Clay Connolly and his wife Rosie Connolly 
arrive at the party. He explains that he is not a priest, and Chief Dennis 
Strow explains why the deputy chief said that. 
 
 
     This is the retirement party that moved the bar for such an event to a new pinnacle. 
     WPD Deputy Chief Clay Connolly was the guest of honor as the mayor, the mayor 
emeritus, the state representative for this district, the state attorney for this circuit, a 
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few of the police chiefs under whom he served, as well as scores of family and friends all 
showed up Friday evening for the party. 
     Deputy Chief Connolly arrived at Holy Family Catholic Church with his wife Rosie 
Connolly. 
     As he walked through the door, the soon-to-retire officer announced that he is not a 
priest. 
     Part of the successful plan by WPD Chief Dennis Strow to have Connolly show up was 
to tell him that the new priest at the church was to be “sworn in.” Chief Strow is Baptist 
and Deputy Chief Connolly is Episcopalian, the chief said, so, the ploy worked. 
     The party had been in the works for a long time, and invitees were told that this event 
was to remain a secret until it happened. 
     Among the people who were quasi-sworn to secrecy were Williston Mayor Jerry 
Robinson, Williston Mayor Emeritus R. Gerald Hethcoat, Williston City Council 
President Nancy Wininger, City Council Elihu Ross, City Manager Scott Lippmann, City 
Attorney Frederick L. Koberlein Jr., State Rep. Charlie Stone (R-Ocala, Dist. 22), Eighth 
Judicial Circuit State Attorney William Cervone, all of whom were in attendance. 
 

 
This pudding and vanilla wafer treat has a message - Stick a fork in it. He's 
done. 
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Patty Galyean of the Levy County Sheriff’s Office, holds one of many 
decorative cookies available at the party to help with a photo opportunity. 
 

 
Stop Resisting – Take A Donut 
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Each table had 
these centerpieces 
with flowers and a 
photo from Clay 
Connolly’s life. 
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Among the many dignitaries at the event to honor Clay Connolly are (from 
left) Williston Mayor Jerry Robinson, Mayor Emeritus R. Gerald Hethcoat 
and State Rep. Charlie Stone (R-Ocala, Dist. 22). 
 
     Of course, the other three City Council members Vice President Marguerite 
Robinson, and councilmen Justin Head and Charles Goodman knew about the party, as 
did several others. 
     City Attorney Koberlein, brought an attorney from his Lake City office with him to the 
event. Attorney Brittany M. Loper is among the people in the Koberlein Law Offices who 
works on Williston city law matters, and she graced the event with her presence as did 
the scores of other guests. 
     A well-known retired lieutenant from the Levy County Sheriff’s Office, who has since 
become an art teacher was at the party as well. Ret. Lt. Sean Mullins was there. 
     Lt. Mullins and his family, among other things, founded the Annual Ride To Provide 
as a significant fundraiser for the Levy Association for Retarded Citizens. After his 
retirement, he turned the reins for that event over to others. 
     In a conversation at the party, Mullins mentioned than many of the former 
motorcycle riders he knew from years gone by no longer have their ‘cycles. 
     Another LCSO lieutenant, although not retired, was among the people present to 
show respect for retiring Deputy Chief Clay Connolly. LCSO Lt. Scott Finnen was at the 
party. 
     Like Ret. Lt. Mullins, Lt. Finnen, and several people in law enforcement has been 
involved in fundraisers. 
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     On Feb. 6, 2010, the LCSO hosted a Basic Pistol Class as a fundraiser for the family of 
Dixie County Sheriff’s Office Capt. Chad Reed, who was killed in the line of duty on Jan. 
14, 2010. Lt. Finnen started the ball rolling but was quick to mention that once the idea 
took off, it took on a life of its own, as noted in the archives of the LCSO. 
     Meanwhile, back at the church on Friday night, while Chief Strow had said there was 
a ceremony related to the installation of a new priest at the church to have Connolly 
show up, that was not the case; although there is a new priest there. 
     The priest at Holy Family Church of Williston is relatively new to this church, 
although there is not an investiture or taking of an oath where law enforcement officers 
might be inclined to appear – as Chief Strow has said to lure Deputy Chief Connolly to 
the surprise party. 
 

 
Incoming WPD Deputy Police Chief Terry Boivard (left) listens to Father 
Wilson Colmenares as Police Chief Dennis Strow also listens. 
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Eighth Judicial Circuit State Attorney William Cervone (left) listens as 
Police Chief Dennis Strow speaks at the retirement party. 
 

 
Retirement cake awaits distribution. 
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     Father Wilson Colmenares has been at this church since July 15. He has served God 
and His people at Catholic churches in Gainesville and Lake City before being assigned 
to Williston. 
     Father Colmenares, 49, was born in Michelena (municipality), Tachira (state), in the 
Republic of Venezuela (country) and he is the oldest of three children. 
     Before entering the priesthood, he was an attorney. He studied law at Santa Maria 
University in Caracas and graduated in 1993. He worked as an attorney for several years, 
including as a prosecuting attorney, before entering a long course of study to become a 
priest. 
     Father Colmenares completed his pastoral year from September of 2015 to June of 
2016 at the Saint Augustine Catholic Church and Student Center in Gainesville. 
     As for the setting of the retirement party, clearly the people who put it together used 
their love of Connolly to energize them in the project. 
     A very long table included chicken, various cheeses, vegetables and a big assortment 
of hors d’ oeuvres. 
     The wide range of cute treats and decorations throughout the large meeting area was 
astounding. Meanwhile, a loop of photographs related to the Deputy Chief Connolly 
were projected on a screen. 
     In an interview with HardisonInk.com, Connolly said he plans to not fall into the 
retirement mode that he has heard about – where a retiree becomes even more busy 
than he or she was during his or her working years. 
     Connolly said he was surprised although not shocked by the retirement party. 
     “Chief (Strow) doesn’t do anything without a party,” Connolly said. “So, I knew that 
was going to happen. I thought it was going to be next Friday, just as I going out the 
door over at City Hall or something like that.” 
 
 
Rosie Connolly 
is the first to 
stand and be 
recognized as 
Clay Connolly 
introduced his 
wife and other 
family 
members at a 
big table at the 
event. 
 
     Connolly 
mentioned he is 
very happy to see 
his brother and 
sister-in-law who 
drove from South Carolina for the event. During the party, Connolly had an opportunity 
to introduce a full table of family members – starting with his wife Rosie. Going around 
the table, Connolly then introduced to the audience during that part of the evening to 
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his son Chris and Chris’ wife; three of Clay’s four brothers, including one from South 
Carolina, and spouses; Clay’s cousin Charles and his wife June, who live in Gainesville; 
and four of Rosie’s children, who Clay said are his children now – happily adding that 
Rosie is the boss of him and everyone in the household. 
     After 31 years of serving the public, Connolly said he feels gratified. He said working 
in Williston has been very pleasant. Connolly knows other officers who work in bigger 
metropolitan areas, like Brevard County and Tampa, who have become unhappy people, 
because the environment in which they serve is not as friendly as in Williston. 
     Connolly was quick to add that these individuals still have a great work ethic and a 
terrific moral compass. He just knows they are less comfortable and less happy than he 
has been in Williston. 
     Even in the “bad times here” and there were very few of those, everyone in Williston 
is always supportive and upbeat, he said. 
     “I’m just really touched,” Connolly said. “This is a wonderful outpouring of love. And 
I am grateful for it to happen.” 
     Connolly said in closing that he has thoroughly enjoyed the people and the 
community of Williston for all of the 31 years he served on the WPD. 
 

 
With former WPD Chief Dan Davis standing in the background, Chief 
Dennis Strow welcomes everyone to the party. On the wall behind the 
chiefs, a banner shows Williston Middle High School sending its wish for a 
happy retirement for ‘Mr. Clay.’ Often, some people in this part of Florida 
are known to use a man’s first name rather than his last as a term of 
endearment as they address him, as in 'Mr. Clay.' 
 
     Chief Strow served as the emcee during the official point of presentation of some 
information and some items. 
     Strow welcomed everyone who came to the retirement part to honor his friend and 
colleague Connolly. 
     In addition to Chief Strow, other former WPD police chiefs who were there were Dan 
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Davis and Olin Slaughter. 
     Keith Hartman, also a former WPD chief, was ill, Chief Strow said, but he sends his 
regards to the retiring officer. 
     Former WPD Police Chief Davis, who worked with Connolly for 12 years, spoke about 
his time with Connolly. 
 
 
Former Williston 
Police Chief Dan 
Davis speaks 
about his time 
with Clay 
Connolly. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Clay Connolly thanks the people for coming to the party. 
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Clay Connolly accepts a plaque from Mayor Jerry Robinson. 
 

 
Clay Connolly accepts his service weapon in a display case from Chief 
Dennis Strow. Chief Strow joked that since the budget was tight, he was 
going to give Connolly a very old Crown Victoria patrol car rather than his 
service weapon. Then, the chief said, he would follow Connolly home and 
remove the tag from that car. 
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Clay Connolly and Dennis Strow hug after the presentation of the weapon. 
  

     Davis said he felt that he was dealt a very good hand when he arrived to be the police 
chief in Williston, because there were three very good people on the force then. One of 
those people was Bruce Snyder then the deputy chief of the WPD. Snyder was in the 
audience Friday evening. 
     Another great officer on the WPD back then, Davis said, was Matt Fortney, who is 
now a lieutenant on the WPD. Fortney was in the audience as well. And the third was – 
Connolly. The former chief said the success he enjoyed back then, was in part due to 
those three men. 
     Davis said he made a list of some of the fine attributes he knows are part of 
Connolly’s essence. He read the descriptive words – dependable, reliable, consistent, 
even-tempered, skilled at human intervention, disarming, calm, reasoned, 
straightforward, honest, writes well, loyal, predictable, respectable and personable. 
     “I like him,” Davis said, “And so do you. That’s why all of you are here.” 
     The former chief expressed his gratitude to Connolly for all the future retiree has 
done for the people and the City of Williston. 
     Chief Strow then called out to the audience for anyone to share their thoughts at the 
moment. 
     The night was peppered with humor, and WPD and Williston Fire Rescue 
Administrative Assistant Brooke Ellzey Willis did not miss a beat. Chief Strow had said 
there was a portable microphone to use for people to share their stories about Connolly. 
     When the chief said “Brooke,” she said, “That’s okay. I’m good.” 
     And then, it became clear who would bring the microphone to people in the audience. 
     Sharon Brannan, CPA, said she opened a small office 25 years ago in Williston. Often, 
she would work late at night, and on occasion she would call the WPD to please send an 
available officer to escort her to her vehicle. 
     Brannan said one morning at about 2, she called for the escort help. She told the 
audience that Connolly and another officer both zoomed into the parking lot coming 
from opposite directions, both with their lights and sirens engaged as if they were 
arriving at a very significant event. 
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     “They were squealing their tires around the parking lot,” she said, “because they 
obviously had nothing else to do at 2 O’clock in the morning.” 
     Brannan said that story still gets a lot of laughs. 
     She thanked Connolly “… for having your guys walk us out all those years.” 
     Brannan said Connolly “will be missed so much.” 
     Williston Mayor Emeritus Hethcoat shared some thoughts. 
     When Connolly started at the WPD, Hethcoat said, everybody in Williston had a 
police scanner and they could all hear the police band broadcasts.  The people of 
Williston were listening to their radios, just to hear the clear, deep “radio voice” of 
Connolly, Hethcoat said. 
     Connolly, always quick witted, then briefly mentioned, jokingly, that he was the only 
member of the WPD at the time who did not use dip. 
     Patty Galyean, a longtime member of the Levy County Sheriff’s Office, said that she 
and other members of the Williston Shooters Club and the LCSO are grateful for his 
many years of helping with concealed weapons classes and firearms public safety 
classes. She also mentioned Connolly is quick to help whenever there is a fundraiser for 
a fellow law enforcement officer’s family, and similar matters. 
      After Chief Strow called upon Connolly to speak, the soon-to-retire officer spoke to 
the people. 
     “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t see a face out there who is not a very good friend to me. 
It touches me deeply. It was a privilege serving you for the last 31 years. And thank you, 
again, for coming out.” 
     Chief Strow said he joined the WPD eight years ago, and when Chief Davis was ready 
to retire, both Strow and Connolly applied to be the police chief. Strow said he wondered 
what it would be like to work with Connolly. 
     Strow said he could not have hoped to work with anyone better. 
     “Not only is he deputy chief,” Strow said, “he turned out to be a good friend.” 
     The chief said any police chief knows they need to have people there who will tell 
them when “You’re fixin’ to step off a cliff.” 
     Mayor Robinson presented Connolly with a plaque, and Chief Strow presented him 
with the service weapon he had been issued by the WPD. 

 


