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Founders’ Day Speech 
By: Brian G. Howell, Esquire 

(as written) Delivered at Founders’ Day Event 
March 4, 2016 

 
 

Congressman LoBiondo, Mayor DiDonato members of Town Council and the 

School Board, distinguished guests, family and friends: 

 

I sincerely appreciate this honor to tell you why my hometown, Hammonton, is 

different from any other place I know and why it is such a special place to live. 

 

In order to make the case that Hammonton is different, we need a brief history 

review. 

 

My discussion will focus on the following “big picture” topics: 

 Location 

 Land 

 Labor Force 

 Our Love of Place 

 Our Resourcefulness & Resilience 

 

There are five important moments in early Hammonton history that have helped 

shape who we are today. 
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The first was the arrival here of William Coffin.  He built a saw mill that 

manufactured lumber and glass in the area of the current White Horse Pike and 

the Kessler Medical Arts building.  Besides bringing the first real business to 

Town, he also named this area “Hammondton” after his son, John Hammond 

Coffin.  Over time the “d” disappeared and our name became Hammonton.   

 

The next four events all occurred within a twelve year period on either side of the 

Civil War.  They are: 

 

1. Train – July 1, 1854: The next burst of energy is attributable to the train 

between Camden and Atlantic City which ran right through the heart of the 

Town beginning in 1854.  That gave the Town great exposure to those 

passing through. 

 

2. Byrnes & Landis:  A few years later in the late 1850’s, a banker, Richard 

Byrnes, and a lawyer, Charles Landis, both in their 20’s, started promoting 

the Town and that started the great influx of New Englanders, some of 

whose families are still here including the Parkhurst family.  They 

advertised the Town in a newspaper called “The Hammonton Farmer”.  

Their ad ran as follows:  “New Agricultural Settlement – A rare opportunity 

for the actual settler and all wanting farms in the new, highly successful 

and prosperous settlement of Hammonton – on the Camden & Atlantic 
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Railroad, New Jersey – 1 hour’s ride from Philadelphia – the soil, market, 

climate and health not surpassed in the Union. 

 

3. The Italian Connection:  In 1863, Mr. Salvatore Calabrese who had been 

working in a nursery near New York City (Flushing) married a woman from 

Winslow Township and settled in Hammonton.  Mr. Calabrese originally 

was from Palermo, Italy.  He started encouraging his friends, like the 

Campanellas and the Capellas, to come and the combination of New 

England frugality and Italian hard work set the stage for the reason we are 

here.  The interactions between the established residents and the wave of 

Italian newcomers was so special that it was the subject of a sociologic 

study in the early 1900’s by Emily Fogg Mead and Margaret Meade and 

later enhanced and updated by Jeanette Feeley.   

 

4. Passage of the Special Charter – 1866:  On March 5, 1866, the New 

Jersey Legislature passed Chapter 85 of the Laws of 1866 which had the 

effect of separating Hammonton from Hamilton and Mullica Township.  

Thomas Weatherbee was selected as the first President of Council.  It is 

noteworthy that one of his relatives, Alex Weatherbee, was elected Mayor 

in 1958.  
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So now you have this area of about 41 square miles (26,000 acres to the 

farmers) consisting of a rectangle 4 miles wide and 10 miles long with some 

development on the White Horse Pike, Central Avenue in the area of 

Hammonton Lake,  on Pleasant Mills Road, Pine Road and Bellevue Avenue, 

with a population approximating 1,500 people or so.   

 

That was 54,750 days ago and what happened from that point until today is truly 

miraculous. 

 

Like all Towns, we’ve had ups and we’ve had downs but there are certain 

constants which have helped us through the hard times and provided the impetus 

for success. 

 

Even before Hammonton was officially formed, the inhabitants here recognized 

that the land, literally the land (the soil), was capable of producing top-quality 

fruits and vegetables: strawberries, raspberries, peaches, plums, apples, 

tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, sweet potatoes, squash.  That land was also 

cheap and plentiful and it sat on a great aquifer so water was not an issue. 

 

The next thing they realized was that the Town was perfectly positioned between 

Philadelphia and Camden and Atlantic City.  In a way it has been an island unto 

itself.  We have the best of both worlds; easy connections to Atlantic City, New 
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York and Philadelphia but also our own undisturbed island in the heart of South 

Jersey. 

 

It also had and continues to have the good fortune of having residents who were 

willing to step up and serve on the governing body, or the school board or 

volunteer their talents because, without those contributions, no town can 

succeed.  We have two current examples.  Mike Torrissi, who is extremely busy 

in his business pursuits, nevertheless finds a way to use his talent for the 

betterment of the Town.  Then there is Ed Wuillermin who recently concluded his 

Council service – I call him the “Thomas Jefferson of Hammonton”.  He is a 

farmer, a planner and a man of many talents.  He uses his natural gifts and 

experience to make Hammonton a better place. 

 

And finally, the people who are born here or who come here to live, fall in love 

with Hammonton and in those intervening years there has been no population 

exodus and, most recently, we experienced a 17% population increase between 

2000 and 2010 as people discover Hammonton’s unique qualities.  The 

permanence of the population created strong family bonds which act as a natural 

social support system. 

 
Another consistent attribute is the willingness of the population to work hard on 

their farms, in their many glass, shoe and clothing factories (which included the 
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William B. Kessler Factory who manufactured world famous Hammonton Park 

suits) and in their businesses.   

 

One can only imagine the panic which would have ensued if, at the Centennial 

Celebration of 1966, the keynote speaker had informed the audience that, in a 

very short period of time, the Whitehall Factory, Hammonton Brewery, 

Hammonton Park Clothes and other clothing manufacturers, Deer Park Bakery, 

First Federal Bank and Empire Savings & Loan, among other businesses, were 

all going to cease to exist...Followed, in 1979 by the adoption of the Pinelands 

legislation which would severely restrict land use...Followed by another blow - the 

closing of Kessler Memorial Hospital.  And while Atlantic City’s early success 

provided almost 1,000 local residents with jobs, that situation unfortunately now 

has changed.   

 

This provided the perfect opportunity for a town to throw in the towel and, for a 

while, perhaps we did.  But then the Chamber of Commerce, the Hammonton 

Revitalization Corporation and MainStreet Hammonton decided the downtown 

was worth saving and we now have a downtown that is the envy of the region.   

 

True to form, Hammonton persevered and worked hard to attract, among other 

entities, New Jersey Manufacturers, Stockton University (in a renovated clothing 
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factory), and we welcomed AtlantiCare, two breweries, a distillery, too many 

banks to count and plenty of businesses still to come. 

 

So, what has happened in the last 50 years or so?  Hammonton utilized its 

natural resources and its residents’ willingness to roll up their sleeves in their 

jobs, in their private businesses and in their public life to put Hammonton on the 

map and to do the following, which I call:  

 

The Many Ways We Are Like No Other 

 

These vignettes occurred in the last 75 years or so and, in my mind, these are 

the things that set Hammonton apart.  In the same way that Byrnes and Landis 

did in the Civil War Era, I am going to demonstrate by example why Hammonton 

is so special.  

 

1. We carried on the tradition of the Mt. Carmel Festival which started 

in 1875 and now is the longest running Italian Festival in the United 

States of America.  If you want to see a great fireworks display, 

check out the 16th of July.  Lou Pantalone deserves a lot of credit 

for that. 
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2. We made good use of the Hammonton Lake Park.  There is the 

Smith Tract for recreation, walking and jogging.  When a new 

senior center was needed, we converted the caretaker’s home and 

it’s now the beautiful Canoe Club. 

 

3. We started youth sports programs such as the Hawks Football 

team, the Hammonton Little League, Bulldogs basketball and 

soccer.  In true Hammonton fashion, when the Little League was 

founded in 1945, it only took 4 years for Hammonton to win the 

World Championship. 

 

4. We started a Swim Club that has been in continuous existence for 

nearly 60 years.  You can still see names from the 1960’s carved 

into the curbing on Berwyn Avenue. 

 

5. We produced great schools which have consistently demonstrated 

year after year that you don’t need to spend tons of money to get a 

quality education.  The community saw education as the key to 

advancement.  The schools also produced great athletic teams with 

many great players and particularly there were many great coaches 

such as Sacco, Lancetta, Cacia and Donahue in football and Paul 

Rodio and maybe another Paul Rodio in basketball. 
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6. We welcomed President Reagan in 1984.  Frequently when there is 

a story involving Bruce Springsteen or Ronald Reagan, they will 

show a clip of President Reagan’s Hammonton speech where he 

quotes from the Bruce Springsteen song, “Born in the U.S.A.”  We 

are also the birthplace of the Second-Lady of the United States, Jill 

Biden. 

 
7. When Mayor and Council in the early 2000’s had trouble deciding 

where to place a new municipal building, a bold group of 

Republicans, Democrats and Independents under the leadership of 

John DiDonato, who became Mayor, organized and got the new 

municipal building built in the Downtown area and accelerated the 

pace of the Town’s revitalization.   

 

8. We have an airport that houses the New Jersey Medi-Vac 

helicopter with beautiful new crew quarters and, soon, a refurbished 

restaurant. 

 

But, what really makes Hammonton special is the number of our 

legendary, colorful residents.  I can tell stories for several hours but 

I will provide a few examples of some of those who epitomized 

what Hammonton is all about. 
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9. We have recently lost several of those individuals: specifically, the 

late Nick Varga, who opened up his pharmacy no matter what time 

of the day or which day of the week it was and the late John 

Cavuto, who acted as the Hammonton Ambassador throughout the 

region. 

 

10. Jack Donio and Tom Elvins – The heart and soul of our Fire 

Department. 

 

11. Another person we lost who was well known in the region was the 

late Dave Rizzotte who unfortunately left us way too soon.  If you 

go to Oak Grove Cemetery you will see his headstone bearing his 

nickname, “Hammer”. Mr. Rizzotte had his own radio show and 

actually competed in the renowned Wing Bowl.  He served on the 

Pinelands Commission and the Town is now very ably represented 

by Paul Galletta. 

 

12. We have Garfield DeMarco, who was on his way to practice law in 

Philadelphia, New York City or anywhere he wanted after 

graduating from Dartmouth undergrad and Yale Law School but 

instead jumped into the agricultural business when his father 

suddenly passed away.  He rose to be Burlington County 
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Republican Chairman and served on the board of Ocean Spray 

Cranberry. 

 

13. We show passion and, when we do, we get regional and 

sometimes national attention.  Like, when the Eagles played in the 

old Veteran’s Stadium, John Rodio a/k/a The Sign Man, frequently 

used his wit and 50 yard line seat location to have his signs appear 

on national television. 

 
And then there is Sal Velardi and Carmen Martino who load up the 

Eagle’s bus and head up to the games where sometimes at the 

tailgates, Sal even performs his Elvis Presley routine in a 

demonstration of his great passion. 

 

14. There are people like Art and Carol Orsi and Angela Donio who use 

every moment of their spare time, not for personal enhancement, 

but for the benefit of the Town. 

 

15. One of our local attorneys, now a judge, Nelson Johnson, who 

patiently and laboriously wrote then marketed a book about Atlantic 

City.  But he wasn’t satisfied with that.  Through determined 

persistence he convinced Hollywood to turn it in into a cable series 

show which became known as HBO’s Boardwalk Empire. 
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16. We have a rock-n-roll band that started out in a little basement on 

the White Horse Pike and now has sold hundreds of thousands of 

records, and that is The Early November led by Ace Enders. 

 

17. Until she recently closed her doors, Trina Scipione, who could cook 

like nobody’s business, served lunches to half the community. 

 

18. Then there is “Rocky” – he’s so well known, no last name is even 

necessary.  If you go to Frog Rock you will see a man on a tractor 

mowing the grass.  When you enter the restaurant there is a man in 

a suit welcoming you.  When you go downstairs after dinner to 

listen to some music, you will likely see the same man playing the 

drums and all of the above are Rocky Colasurdo. 

 

19. We have Tom Mature who still does great concrete work in his late 

70’s and his claim-to-fame is to give each of his yearly customers a 

complimentary bottle of homemade wine at Christmas time.  My 

Mom, Rita Howell, hires him every year for small projects.  I’m not 

sure if she really needs to have the work done or just really likes his 

wine. 
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20. Frank LaSasso – He has the responsibility for maintaining 

hundreds of acres at our schools including the athletic fields which, 

in my opinion, are in better shape that many professional fields. 

 

21. Lindsay Giannini: Who brings great honor to the town in her role as 

Miss New Jersey. 

 

22. We have a Hammonton tradition which, simply stated is:  “Once 

you’re born here, you never leave”.  Evidence of this can be seen in 

locals’ obituaries.  Unlike those from other towns which lists 

surviving relatives from all over the United States, the obituaries of 

many local residents frequently name a dozen or so survivors, most 

of whom (and sometimes all) reside in Hammonton.   

 

23. Then there are the nicknames.  The Italian tradition of naming 

children after their relatives means that every time someone named 

Joe Berenato is born, he also receives a nickname to distinguish 

him from about a dozen others with that same name.   

 

24. A good friend of mine, Hammonton native Kevin Feeley, who was 

born and raised here and rose to become a Deputy Mayor under 
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Ed Rendell in Philadelphia, still comes back each month to get his 

hair cut by Billy Clements.  That’s loyalty. 

 

25. We have products that are sold all over the United States including 

our blueberries.  We have a regional advertising firm, One Trick 

Pony, which is competing with the big boys in Philadelphia and 

New York City.  And then we have Massarelli’s which ships stone 

garden fountains and statues all around the globe. 

 

26. We have an Italian market in Town named Bagliani’s which is a 

magnet.  It’s not content to just sell provolone; instead they create 

one of the nation’s largest provolones weighing about 600 pounds. 

 

27. We have Tuckahoe Turf Farm, whose main business is growing 

sod which can be found all over the United States.  But  it also 

hosts soccer tournaments which in turn attracts thousands of 

people a half dozen or so times a year.  And on those days, don’t 

try to get into Dunkin’ Donuts. 

 

28. We have a festival creatively named the “Red, White and Blueberry 

Festival” by John Runfolo which outgrew location number one, 
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outgrew location number two and now attracts 10,000 people every 

year to its third site at Hammonton High School. 

 

29. We started a food truck festival that was so successful that people 

waited in line for 90 minutes to get something to eat. 

 

30. We have Cruisin’ MainStreet twice a year. 

 

31. We have two great school systems that had legendary teachers like 

Ed Cardner who simply inscribed in each student’s yearbook, 

“Work hard and you will succeed”.  And as you get older, you 

realize how right he was.  We also had the late Bill Heston who 

required every student to memorize and recite “Stopping by Woods 

on a Snowy Evening” by Robert Frost and every year had the 

students perform “Our Town” in his class. 

 

32. We have the only equity theater – The Eagle Theater - in Southern 

New Jersey which is sustained by the efforts of many but, 

particularly by Jim Donio. 

 

33. With a lot of prodding from Tracy Petrongolo, Hammonton decided 

to make The Arts the key to its revival and in 10 years or less has 
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become the Arts Center of the region.  Every year we see about 

1,000 art students from the county descend on the Town as part of 

the Teen Arts Festival.  I should add that Tracy has become a very 

respected filmmaker in her own right.  We also have artists’ studios 

and the Noyes Museum. 

 

34. We have great historians like the late J.G. Wilson and Grayce 

Pitera, as well as Kristen Colasurdo, Donna Brown, Bill Parkhurst 

and Gabe & Gina Donio, who, through their articles, books or 

newspapers, stand back and let it all be.  Then they describe what 

happened to create a record for current and future generations. 

 

35. We have a lot of Italian restaurants but we have one, The 

Maplewood, which boasts the world’s greatest homemade 

spaghetti.  And if you’ve eaten there, that’s hard to deny. 

 

36. When it’s blueberry season, it’s not unusual to receive, if you’re 

lucky and know a blueberry farmer, a gift of blueberries.  But, it’s 

never enough to give a pint, or two, or three pints.  The typical gift 

is a flat of blueberries.  I would be remiss in not saying that we have 

the world’s largest blueberry farm on the outskirts of town. 
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37. Much of the hard labor on our farms and in many other difficult lines 

of work such as landscaping and lawn cutting are performed by 

people from around the globe and particularly from Mexico.  They 

are carrying on the tradition started by the Italians more than a 

century ago.   

 

38. Speaking of food, when, as inevitably happens, someone passes 

away; the food that arrives at the decedent’s home can feed an 

army. 

 

39. Our location makes for uncongested traffic movement which allows 

people to leave their home and arrive at their job and begin 

producing without the stress and the waste of time associated with 

sitting in traffic. 

 

40. Churches:  Even before we were recognized as a Town, 

Hammonton had churches that reflected a diversity of faiths and 

they remain an important part of our community today. 

 

41. Adams, Rehmann & Heggan, as we speak, is taking a very bold 

step and relocating its engineering business to the heart of the 

downtown in a building which at one time housed First Federal 
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Bank.  If you walk past that building you will notice that there is a 

cornerstone engraved “1867”, one year after our founding. 

 

42. Just down the street is Silvio Maione, a classic Italian tailor, still 

going strong in his 80’s. 

 
43. We are also the only town that I know of that has a simple test to let 

us know if you live here or if you are from out of town.  And 

coincidentally it relates to the iconic logo chosen to advertise the 

sesquicentennial and that is the Town Clock and the test is very 

simple:  Watch the cars entering the “Town Clock” intersection and 

see if the driver knows who has the right of way.  If they do, they 

are probably local.  If they don’t, they are probably from out of town. 

 
44. And then a very recent example occurred when retired Judge Steve 

Perskie came to Town and was looking at all the historic pictures in 

the municipal building.  He told me how much he liked the pictures 

but wondered why they did not have any captions.  I did not have a 

good answer for him at the time.  As I thought about it later, I 

realized that the answer is that we all know who the people are in 

those photos and therefore do not need captions.  Having said that, 

I did speak to Bill and Catherine Parkhurst who are talking about 

making that a project for the Historic Society. 
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45. So you see, the ingredients for a thriving town are all here.  There’s 

one more that I need to mention and that traces its roots to the 

Philadelphia in 1776 - our strong desire to maintain our 

independence.  Hammonton has its own water system, its own 

sewer system, its own school system, its own police force, its own 

fire companies.  The tradition of independence and bold leadership 

continues to the present day and our Mayor, Steve DiDonato, has 

just been quoted in the paper regarding a controversial issue as 

indicating “They think we are sheep.  This is Hammonton.  We are 

not going quietly into the night!”  That quote sums up the heart and 

soul of what makes Hammonton a special place. 

 

What will Hammonton look like in 50 years (18,250 days from now)?  All the 

pieces are in place to allow Hammonton to be what it has always been – a 

special place.  Our residents will continue to use the land…the location…their 

labor…the love they have for the community…and their resourcefulness and 

resilience to continue to make Hammonton truly a special place. 

 

In conclusion I am going to paraphrase Thornton Wilder in “Our Town”:  

 

“So I am going to have a copy of this speech put in the cornerstone and 

the people 1,000 years from now will know a few simple facts about us in 



20 
 

this town halfway between Philadelphia and Atlantic City.  This is the way 

we were in our growing up and in our marrying and in our living and in our 

dying at the beginning of the 21st century.”   

 

Thank you for this opportunity to tell the Hammonton story.  Happy 150th 

Birthday, Hammonton!  Happy Sesquicentennial! 

 

Thank you. 


