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Community mourns passing of business, sports legend By Jim Melaro and Kelsey Boudin/ Olean Times Herald Olean Times Herald 
OLEAN — Daniel Shembeda, a prominent area businessman, former Olean Common Council member and local sports legend, passed away unexpectedly Monday morning. 
He was 58 years old.
And the news of the former amateur boxer’s death reverberated through Olean and the surrounding community with the force of a heavyweight uppercut.
A 1974 graduate of Olean High School, where he was a three-sport athlete, Mr. Shembeda went on to open his own thriving business and, for a brief period, served as a member of city government in the 1980s.
The sudden passing of the North 18th Street resident gave the many who knew him cause to reflect on the life of a fierce competitor, a loyal friend and a vibrant leader in Olean’s fraternity of small-business owners.
“I’ve known him since our softball days,” said Olean Mayor Bill Aiello, a fellow member of the Olean High School Sports Wall of Fame. “He was an outstanding person and a true family man. This is such a tragedy.”
Mr. Shembeda and his wife, Cheryl, owned and operated their family business, Shembeda Plumbing and Heating, serving the Olean area for more than 30 years. 
He also leaves behind a daughter, Sarah, and a son, Nicholas.
“Danny had a big heart. Everything that he did was in the interest of his family,” recalled fellow 1974 graduate and close friend John “Jack” Morton. “He grew up in Olean, he stayed here in Olean, he’s just a true Olean kid.”
Mr. Shembeda’s competitive and opinionated nature was an obvious fit for the city’s political arena, Mr. Morton said. 
“One of the things about Danny, when he formed an opinion and he believed in it, he stood behind it and his competitive nature would come out,” the general manager of Olean’s WPIG/WHDL remembered. “… He wanted to change something he didn’t like, and I said, ‘Stop talking and run for Common Council.’ So he ran for Common Council and he got on it.” 
His time as an alderman was brief, but he long remained active in the city’s Plumbing Board.
“He didn’t want to play the game of politics after he got involved,” added Mr. Morton, who also attended St. Mary’s Parochial School with Mr. Shembeda. “While he was there, like anything else he did, he was committed to it and you would get 100 percent of a pitbull that was going to do what he thought was the right thing.”
Back in his high school days, Mr. Shembeda, principally known as one of the top middle-weight wrestlers in Section 6, never let his seemingly small stature stand in the way of making huge statements.
“Danny always worked hard,” former OHS varsity wrestling coach Jim Myers said. “I was an assistant ... when Danny was on the team. I remember how he paid attention when we would explain to him how he could take advantage of any weakness his opponent might have.”
Mr. Shembeda also was a hard-hitting varsity football player.
“I remember once during football practice,” fellow 1974 OHS grad and teammate John Firkle noted. “I was playing defensive end and Danny was lined up as a wingback. We ran a crackback play — now I was like 6-2 and 220 in high school while Danny was 5-5 and 140 — he knocked me into next week. I never saw him coming.”
Following his prep career, Mr. Shembeda continued his amateur athletic career as a member of the Kamery’s Meats softball team that he helped lead to numerous league championships as well as a handful of City Cup titles.
“Nobody took advantage of that short porch in right field at Marcus Park more than Shemmy,” Mr. Firkle said, “and the thing about it is Danny didn’t need a short porch. He would drive the ball over 300 feet more often than not.”
Also a member of that Kamery’s Meats’ team, Mr. Morton played alongside his friend for about 25 years. He also recalled Mr. Shembeda as a power-hitting right-center fielder — with speed.
“Speed was something you really didn’t see out of the power hitters,” Mr. Morton said, noting softball’s popularity in Olean in the 1980s and ‘90s. “That was when 1,500 to 2,000 people would come out for City Cup to watch the games at Marcus Park. … Softball was really hot back then.”
Recently retired from a teaching and coaching career at Penn Yan, Tom Linnan recalled the days when Mr. Shembeda dabbled in the sport of boxing.
“We sparred with each other quite often,” Mr. Linnan said. “One of the ways Danny worked out was back when he was digging out his cellar. He would hand-dig and bring the dirt out one wheel-barrow load at a time. For almost two years, he would dig and haul, dig and haul.”
During one three-round boxing match at the Niagara Falls Convention Center in 1984, Mr. Morton served as Mr. Shembeda’s corner man as he made a run at the Golden Gloves. 
“He had gotten beat in the qualifier to go to the Golden Gloves,” Mr. Morton said. “It was a fun ride home. We shared numerous thoughts about where he was going with his boxing career. It was not out of time to become somebody in the boxing world. It was something that he wanted to do.”
Mr. Myers and Mr. Firkle both shared a sense of shock when they heard of their friend's passing.
“It’s just hard for me to grasp,” Mr. Firkle said. “Danny was such a vibrant individual. I consider him one of the most health-conscious individuals I’ve ever known. Friendly? I don’t think I ever saw Danny argue with anybody.”
Mr. Myers said: “All you need to know about how driven Danny was is the fact that he built a thriving business that has done well in the Olean community for more than 35 years.”
“It’s a shocker to the community,” added Mr. Morton. “It’s a sad day, a sad moment, it’s tragic and there’s nothing good about it.” 
John Elmore was a year behind Mr. Shembeda at OHS.
“I know Danny set a great example for us younger guys on the football team,” Mr. Elmore said. “He was a clean athlete who took care of himself in all the right ways.
“It was just a couple months ago when I last saw Danny. I was having breakfast at Green Acres and he stopped by our table to say hello on his way out. I learned a few minutes later when I asked for the check that Danny had paid my bill. That’s what kind of human being Danny Shembeda was.”
Friends may gather with the family on Wednesday from 3 to 7 p.m. at the Casey, Halwig & Hartle Funeral Home, 3128 W. State Road, Olean. A Mass of Christian burial will be celebrated Thursday at 10 a.m. at St. Mary of the Angels Church. The Rev. David Tourville, associate pastor, will be the principal celebrant. Burial will be in St. Bonaventure Cemetery.
(Contact sports writer Jim Melaro at jimmelaro@yahoo.com. Contact reporter Kelsey M. Boudin at kboudin@oleantimesherald.com.)
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