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BY MELISSA AZOFEIFA 
STAFF WRITER

They say that true love conquers 
all. Natasha and Dan Konarski of Riv-
erhead are determined to prove just 
how true that statement can be.

When Mr. Konarski, 40, had a sei-
zure on the morning of July 14, it was 
a shock to the whole family.

“Dan had never spent a day in the 
hospital,” said his younger sister, 
Stephanie Konarski. “He never had a 
broken bone, he never had his tonsils 
out, he never had anything happen 
that he would have to go to the hos-
pital for, so this was all brand-new to 
him.”

Mr. Konarski is a lifelong North 
Fork native. His paternal grand-
parents own Farmer Mike’s in Cu-
tchogue, which has been in business 
since 1970. His father, Mike, grew up 
in Cutchogue and recently retired 
after 40 years as a clerk at the Matti-
tuck post office, His mother, Barbara, 
also recently retired after 20 years in 
a similar position at the Cutchogue 
post office for 20 years. Before his sei-
zure, Dan had also worked at the post 
office in Peconic for about 10 years.

When his seizure occurred, Mr. 
Konarski was rushed to Peconic Bay 
Medical Center in Riverhead, then 
transferred to Northwell Health’s 
South Shore University Hospital in 
Bay Shore. When paramedics arrived 
to take him to the hospital that morn-
ing, he initially couldn’t remember 
his name, but he did remember how 
much he loved his wife of 10 years, 
Natasha.

“The paramedic that was there, 

she was like, ‘Well, don’t question 
that man’s love for you, it’s clearly 
very deep-seated … he doesn’t know 
his own name but he knows he loves 
you,’ ” Ms. Konarski said.

At the hospital, doctors found 
bleeding in his brain. An MRI re-
vealed two brain tumors and doctors 
acted quickly, performing brain sur-
gery just four days later, on July 18. 
They were able to remove one tumor 
successfully and intended to attack 
the other through radiation, accord-
ing to Ms. Konarski.

On July 22, however, Mr. Konarski 
fell into a coma.

“It was honestly the 
scariest time of my life,” 
Ms. Konarski said. “I basi-
cally went into crisis mode 
at that moment.” 

While her husband was 
in the coma, the Konarski 
family learned that the 
pathology done on the ex-
cised tumor showed stage 
4 melanoma. In July, Ms. Konarski 
had taken a leave of absence from her 
job as a staff accountant at Hampton 
Jitney, and has not left her husband’s 
side since.

“It just felt very important to me to 
be there for him, to let him know he 
was not alone during the whole time,” 
she said. “I wasn’t sure if it helped or 
not. I like to believe it helped him just 
to try to give him some kind of focal 
point to hang on to, if there was even 
such a thing because I knew so little 
about coma.”

Mr. Konarski started showing signs 
of waking from the coma about Aug. 
9, according to his wife. Doctors had 

been trying various medications and 
methods to wake him up, so his fam-
ily said it’s difficult to determine ex-
actly what worked, but they believe it 
was the blood patch.

Ms. Konarski explained that her 
husband’s brain stem reflexes were 
starting to shut down because his 
brain was “sagging,” partly due to 
swelling from the brain surgery. They 
also later found an undetected cere-
brospinal fluid leak, the result of a 
lumbar puncture he had during the 
surgery, which caused his brain to 
start sagging and crimping under its 
own weight and begin to herniate.

The epidural blood 
patch, according to the Na-
tional Library of Medicine, 
is a procedure in which a 
small volume of the pa-
tient’s blood “is injected 
into the patient’s epidural 
space to stop a leak of ce-
rebrospinal fluid.” Ms. 
Konarski said they had to 

fight to get this procedure approved 
for her husband, since it’s typically 
done on patients who are conscious 
and he was still comatose .

“We were just listening to some 
music together and at the end of it, 
I felt a slight squeeze,” she said. “And 
I thought I was going crazy, I actu-
ally had a nurse come in because 
I needed an objective view … He 
initially wasn’t doing it. [She said,] 
‘Why don’t you ask him; say Dan, it’s 
Natasha, please squeeze my hand,’ 
and so when I asked him to do it, he 
squeezed the nurse’s hand.

“I didn’t know anything about 
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STAFF WRITER

The North Fork Audubon Society 
released its 2022 Town of Southold 
Nesting Shorebird Report, detailing 
the activity of six species of threatened 
and endangered shorebirds along the 
North Fork along with recommenda-
tions on how the community and offi-
cials can limit disturbances to nesting 
sites. 

This year’s report, written by the so-
ciety’s Jennifer Murray, monitored 22 
nesting site locations, both active and 
inactive, from March through August. 
While active sites were monitored 
closely, approximately three times per 
week, inactive sites were checked three 
times throughout the nesting season. 

“In general, fledgling rates are high-
er,” said Audubon Society treasurer 
Theresa Dilworth. Three of the threat-
ened species — piping plover, least 
tern and American oystercatcher — 
saw increased numbers of fledglings 
compared to the previous two years. 

Mattituck Inlet serves as a key nest-
ing and foraging location for shore-
birds. Breakwater Beach in Mattituck 
was one of the most productive nest-
ing sites on the North Fork this year, 
according to the report, with six piping 
plover pairs nesting within a quarter-
mile of each other. Approximately 15 
pairs of least terns were observed nest-
ing west of the Breakwater jetty.

“Historically, there has been a colony 
of 50-100 least terns [at the jetty], but 
since the coronavirus in March of 2020, 
recreational fishing has dramatically 
increased, inadvertently decreasing 
the least tern population,” Ms. Murray 
wrote in the report.
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Left: Dan Konarski at South Shore University Hospital in Bay Shore. Right: Mr. Konarski and his wife, Natasha, celebrating his 40th 
birthday a month before his life-changing seizure in July.
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Shorebird fledglings are commonly found 
along the North Fork coastline. 

‘We’re just 

overwhelmed 

by the support 

of people.’
Mike Konarski
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Of the nest disturbances at the 
22 locations surveyed, the majority 
were human-caused. Mattituck Inlet 
beaches received an increasing num-
ber of disturbances, the report states. 
Disturbances included off-leash dog 
walking, ATV use, beach raking to rid 
the shoreline of seaweed and reeds, 
beach bicycle usage, fishers enter-
ing fenced areas, trash collection 
and camping near areas enclosed by 
symbolic fencing. Westernmost pip-
ing plover nests received the most 
significant disturbances, according 
to the report. 

In order to protect the Mattituck 
Inlet site, The North Fork Audubon 
Society recommended the Mattituck 
Park District consider allowing the 
entire jetty area to be fenced off sym-
bolically to deter fishers and beach-
goers from entering nesting sites. 
Improving dog-walking restrictions, 
posting informational signage and 
discouraging bonfire parties at Bai-
lie Beach are recommended as well. 
Private landowners near Breakwater 
Beach and the surrounding neighbor-
hoods are encouraged to avoid beach 
raking, ATV use, illegal fireworks and 
off-leash dogs during the shorebird 
season.

Nesting areas at Goldsmith Inlet in 
Peconic, Southold Town Beach, Mc-
Cabe’s Beach and Kenney’s Beach, 
saw near record numbers of least 
terns this season. Twenty pairs of 
least terns produced approximately 
25 fledglings. However, to improve 
the nesting successes of least terns 
and piping plovers, the Audubon So-
ciety encouraged property owners, 
beachgoers, fishers and dog walkers 
to increase their awareness through 
posted educational signage and par-
ticipating in outreach events in order 
to improve the success of both spe-
cies in the area.

Areas such as Richmond Creek, Lit-
tle Creek, Goose Creek and Gull Pond 
saw successful numbers for piping 
plover and least tern nests. All share 
similar disturbances, most of which 
are human-caused; however, these 
locations also note the presence of 
wildlife and natural disturbances, 
typically in the form of predators and 
flooding. 

The usual recommendations to 
limit man-made disturbances and 

increase shorebird nesting at these lo-
cations are listed in the report, along 
with the proposal to install trail cam-
eras to document predators, with the 
landowner’s approval. At Gull Pond, 
a few beachfront owners agreed to 
fence their properties in 2023 to fur-
ther protect nesting shorebirds. 

A colony of over 60 great black-
backed gull nests was documented on 
the island across from Port of Egypt 
Marina. Species such as least tern, 
Common Tern and American oyster-
catcher also had successful nests in 
the area. The high volume of boating 
traffic is cause for future concern, but 
did not seem to affect the shorebirds 
nesting this season, according to the 
report. 

Conkling Point in Greenport ex-
perienced unusually high tides this 
season; however, one pair of pip-
ing plovers was able to successfully 
nest. Piping plover and least tern 
both abandoned nesting sites at Cu-
tchogue Harbor while a pair of Amer-
ican oystercatchers experienced nest 
failure, most likely due to raccoons. 

While inactive sites such as Downs 
Creek in Cutchogue and Hashamo-
muck Beach in Southold saw no 
change due to wildlife disturbances 
and erosion, Corey Creek in Southold 
had a small colony of least terns ar-
rive around late June or early July. The 
nests were discovered during a check 
of inactive sites, but because the least 
terns were at the end of their nest-
ing season, no symbolic fencing was 
placed. The Audubon Society recom-
mended the installation of symbolic 
fencing next season along with in-
formational signs to educate beach 
and dog walkers in the area. The 
Audubon Society believes that Corey 
Creek could be an active nesting site 
for piping plover if fencing were to be 
installed. 

The report ended with ideas on 
how the Town of Southold could 
further protect shorebirds. Working 
with the police department on ac-
tive beach violations during nest-
ing season is one recommendation, 
along with “partnering with private 
property owners, environmental or-
ganizations, and [New York] State and 
Suffolk County Parks to create public 
outreach programs discussing shore-
bird conservation and protection,” 
the report states. 
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“Our sales have grown,” she said. 
“And we ran out of space with the 
distributor, so it goes kind of hand in 
hand. The more he grows, the more we 
need to, and putting chips in the park-
ing lot on pallets is not the answer.”

As for a potato museum, the Sidors 
said they are still fine tuning plans. 
They’re envisioning more of an educa-
tion-based facility that will pay hom-
age to the storied local history of the 
Long Island potato and provide a place 
where future generations can learn 
about the area’s agricultural roots.

“We’d like a little ag classroom, with 
a retired science teacher that the state 
actually helps provide, showing kids 
the soil and how this grows and that 
grows. I think it’s a no-brainer,” Mr. 
Sidor said.

Farm equipment that dates to the 
1920s and ’30s and many old photo-
graphs could also be a part of the dis-
play. With five decades of farming un-
der his belt, Mr. Sidor has no shortage 
of photographs and stories to share, 
like farmers who can recall a young 
Carl Yastrzemski on the back of a po-
tato seeder picking up pieces of seed 
and trying to hit them with a stick.

“It’s very real to all of us on the 
farm,” Mr. Sidor, 71, said of the indus-
try, which has dwindled in the last four 
decades. “This whole road … this was 
potato country. To me, it’s just a road in 
the winter that’s hell to drive through 
with snow and wind and dust. But Or-
egon Road resonates with people. It’s 
amazing.”

He continues to farm 100 acres of 
land along Oregon Road.

“When I came home from college — 
I graduated in 1973 — there were still 
35,000 acres,” he said, of working po-
tato farms.

Rob Carpenter, executive director 
at the Long Island Farm Bureau, esti-
mates that number is now in the 1,000- 
to 1,500-acre range.

He said the recent grant announce-
ment is exciting for both the Sidor fam-
ily and wider farming community and 
a great opportunity to partner with the 
state to secure the future of agriculture.

“Today, with growing costs for busi-

ness, farmers are looking for new op-
portunities for growth,” Mr. Carpenter 
said. “The ability to expand their facto-
ry and take advantage of growth in the 
business will help to keep their farm in 
production.”

In 50 years of farming, Mr. Sidor has 
seen it all, from crops destroyed by dis-
ease or too much rain to equipment 
breakdowns and, more recently, supply 
chain disruptions caused by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic and war in Ukraine.

Before the war, Ukraine exported 
nearly half of the world’s total supply of 
sunflower oil. The conflict has disrupt-
ed the global supply and led to cost in-
creases, in turn impacting businesses 
like the Sidors’, who used sunflower 
oil to fry their kettle-cooked chips but 
have turned to other vegetable oils as 
supply is limited.

“Like in any business, there are ups 
and downs,” Mr. Sidor said.

The Sidor Farm project is one of 12 
on Long Island that received funding 
under the state program, which was 
established in 2011.

Statewide, more than $68 million 
was awarded to support 74 shovel-
ready projects that “support impactful 
projects that align with each region’s 
strategic goals,” according to a press 
release.

Applications for aid are reviewed by 
regional councils, including the Long 
Island Regional Economic Develop-
ment Council, which made recom-
mendations to determine the winners.

“I’m proud to announce this next 
round of awards that were recom-
mended by stakeholders who live and 
work in the regions they represent,” 
Gov. Kathy Hochul said in a statement. 
“This investment will help bring more 
opportunity for New Yorkers, spur 
economic development, and fuel the 
future success of communities across 
our state.” 

Other notable projects on the East 
End include a $24,500 grant awarded 
to Conscience Point Shellfish Hatch-
ery in Southampton to expand their 
operations and $457,000 to the Bridge-
hampton Child Care and Recreational 
Center to expand a workforce training 
program for underserved individuals.

tsmith@timesreview.com
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all began with a friend that broad-
ened her culinary horizons through 
cheese.

“I’ll never forget walking in their 
house and smelling the cheese just 
wafting through,” she said of the 
friends, who she described as well-
traveled. “They expanded my pal-
ate, introduced me to all of these 
cool French and German cheeses. 
I became somewhat addicted!” 
Pfeifer said.

Her selection includes varieties 
that span French, Spanish, Ital-
ian and American cheeses and she 
plans to stock locally made products 
too.

Since Pfeifer opened just after the 
ideal picnic season on the North 
Fork, she is focusing on offering 
charcuterie boards for holiday 
entertaining and gifting. Her shelves 

are stocked with an assortment of 
picnic baskets for sale, from vin-
tage to newer baskets that come 
equipped with blankets and wine 
glass holders.

On chilly — but not frigid — days, 
she’ll also have bistro tables on the 
sidewalk with heaters and a vintage 
basket filled with blankets, allow-
ing visitors to enjoy cheese and live 
music on site.

Cheese boards and baskets may 
also be available to borrow and Pfeif-
er eventually hopes to offer tasting 
flights and pairings in the shop.

The French Picnic is located at 50 
Griffing St. in Cut ch ogue. The winter 
hours are Thursdays and Fridays 
from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. and Saturdays 
and Sundays from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
For more information, follow @
nofofrenchpicnic on Facebook and 
Instagram.
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waking up from a coma before this, 
because all I knew was from TV shows 
and movies where someone opens 
their eyes, and they’re just fully awake 
and ready to go. It’s actually really, re-
ally slow,” Ms. Konarski said. 

He spent almost two months recov-
ering at South Shore University Hos-
pital before moving to San Simeon by 
the Sound in Greenport for rehabilita-
tion focused on physical, speech and 
occupational therapy.

He returned home for the first time 
on Dec. 5. His sister had set up a Go-
FundMe campaign on Nov. 18, setting 
a goal of $50,000 to defray medical ex-
penses. Costs for the hospital stay and 
testing alone have already exceed-
ed $35,000. The response has been 
gratifying and to date has generated 
$25,760, more than halfway toward 
the goal.

“We’re just overwhelmed by the 
support of people,” said Dan’s father, 
Mike. “[There are] some people we 
don’t even know who would just give 
a little bit or give a lot even, and we’re 

so grateful.”
Staff at South Shore University Hos-

pital have referred to Mr. Konarski as 
“a miracle.” And now that he’s strong 
enough, the next step will be to start 
treating the melanoma. Throughout 
this journey, there were many mo-
ments when neither the family nor 
doctors were sure he’d make it. But the 
Konarski family has remained positive 
about his chances.

“His driving force is just to get back 
to what life was like beforehand and 
that’s actually something he told me 
before the surgery, because he knew 
that something about life would look 
different on the other side of the sur-
gery,” Ms. Konarski said. “He didn’t 
know what he was about to experi-
ence but he was just saying, ‘We’ve 
had a very nice life so far, we’ve done a 
lot of things, we’ve done a lot of travel, 
there’s a lot of things we have left to do 
and I have a full intention that we will 
do all those things,’ and he was like, 
‘The most important thing is that you 
and I are together and that’s all that 
matters.’ ”

melissa@timesreview.com
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