
On April 13 I attended the celebration of South River’s 93 years on the gridiron, co-

sponsored by the ’68 Rams (Super Fraternity) and the 1978 championship team, at 

VFW Post #1451 on Reid Street.  Jeff Csatari and others helped organize this great 

event.  During the cocktail hour the place was electric with the conversations of past 

players and other Ram fans.  I sat at one of Tom Bara’s tables with a great group of for-

mer Ram players, South River High School alumni, and borough residents.  Everyone 

spoke about the great program built on discipline, hard work, camaraderie, competitive 

teams, and fun.  The dinner included excellent dishes from the Ria Mar Restaurant.  

The program featured a silent auction of memorabilia from South River football stars.  

 

Honored guests included Edward Bardowski, Thomas Bara, Joseph Brzozowski,            

Walter Koziatek, Antonio Toto, William Csatari, and Drew Pearson. Other notable    

attendees included Ron Wojcick, Joseph Bellissimo, and Joe Susan. I met various 

1960s/1970s era Ram players including Tom Lawnik, co-captain of the 1968 Team.  Drew Pearson stood out 

with his star power and appearance (white designer suit).  He was so accessible and friendly to everyone.  Af-

ter dealing with a Hail Mary heckler and providing a funny comment concerning a missing former NFL player, 

he made a great speech accepting his award with his usual reverence to the Rams football program and South 

River.  When I told him that I had given a presentation last September at the South River Historical Society 

about the 1968 Super Fraternity Team, he said “Right On.”  That was very cool and added to the wonderful 

vibe of this special night.  The spirits of Bill Denny, John Fitzpatrick, and Alex Wojciechowicz were in the 

room. 

 

The Gold Star Bar: From Russian to Portuguese Owners – by Hayley Fitzgerald 
 

There is a tavern on the corner of Whitehead Avenue and Armstrong Street in South River, New Jersey.   

Today a sign hangs over the building’s front door to declare its name: “Gold Star Bar”.  Just inside the door is 

a narrow room with a long bar running down the right side.  A mirrored wall stands behind the lines of liquor 

bottles and at the back of the room is a pool table.  Upon walking              

inside, depending on the time of day, a smiling Portuguese woman may 

be working behind the bar.  She is the current owner.  On the left wall, 

halfway down the room, hangs an antique looking photograph.  In it 

stands a man in front of the very building where the Portuguese woman 

now serves drinks.  But in the early 1930s, when that antique photo-

graph was taken, that Russian man standing proudly on the porch was 

the owner: this man is my great-great grandfather. Although the        

building still operates as a bar, there has been a change in clients over 

the years, mirroring the shifting dimensions of South River’s           

ethnicities.  Because of these shifts and changes, the history of the time 

when the bar was owned and operated by a Russian family has been 

lost.  By talking to the descendants of that original Russian owner, it 

can be found again.           

           Continued on Page 4 
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Cub Scout Pack 83 and 

their parents enjoyed a 

tour of the museum in 

May. 



 

2013 Richard K. Meyers South River History Essay Contest Scholarship Winners 
 

Congratulations to the winners of our first annual essay contest and a huge thank you to all of the students who 

participated! The 2013 scholarships have been awarded to Bridget LaPlante, from South River High School, 

for her essay on homecoming, and Rebecca Walsh, from Bishop George Ahr High School, for her essay on 

events in the Borough of South River in the aftermath of 9/11. 

 

All of the entrants did a wonderful job and made the judging a real challenge. The essays have been added to 

the historical narratives in the collections at the South River Museum and are available for anyone visiting the 

museum to read. We’re thrilled to be able to add these recent pieces of South River History to the permanent 

record of Borough events. We look forward to adding many more pieces in the years to come.  

 

 

New Acquisitions, April 2013 — May 2013 
 
 

 Digital copies of a collection of early 20th century photographs of South River, including interior and ex-

terior views of Louis Csipo’s Main Street business and various views of small groups of students at Lin-

coln School. Donated by Roberta Calhoun-Eagan. 

 Sign advertising “Algeiers Soda, $1.60 case plus deposit.” Donated by Raymond Hermstedt. 

 DVD of the Accordion Pops Orchestra Annual Spring Concert at the Imperial Music Center, June 10, 

2012; The Willetonian, Class of 1956; collection of Willett School and South River High School report 

cards, 1940s and 1950s; copy of a newspaper clipping “Rev. Leonard Kuberski penned script for ‘Rudy’”, 

Star Ledger, August 2000. Donated by Marie Gardner. 

 Digital copy of photographs of the Delta Pi Bowling Team, 1940-41 and Ralph Meade, South River’s first 

NJ State Trooper, in uniform. Donated by Ralph Meade. 

 Documentation from the 1985 tour of South River     

houses of worship; memorabilia from South River’s   

participation in Hands Across America, 1987;           

documentation and memorabilia from South River’s    

participation in the Constitutional Bicentennial of New 

Jersey, 1987; 1993 poster of the main streets of South 

River and a portion of East Brunswick with businesses 

identified; poster of Blaise Batko’s sculpture            

“The Shuttle” (2 copies); collection of newspaper clip-

pings relating to South River events and people. Do-

nated by Barbara Jensen. 

 Griswold “Colonial Cast” tea kettle, circa 1920. Do-

nated by Sara Ann Goldman. 

 Campbell School banner; 1963 Oriflamme; 1978-79 South River Middle School Classbook; The Cascade, 

South River Junior High School, 1964 (2 copies) and 1965; The Hilltop, Wm. Campbell School, 1961; 

Fifth Grade class books, William Campbell School, 1983, 1984, 1987, and 1989. Donated by the South 

River Middle School, Mrs. Lisa Wargo Principal, Mrs. Dorothy Schlauch, Librarian. 

 Early photograph of the Crestwood; “My Schoolmates… their pictures and autographs”, St. Mary’s 1962 

and 1963; St. Mary School autograph book, 1966; school certificates and commendations from St. Mary’s, 

South River Junior High School, and South River High School; The Eagle, 1967; SRHS Booster pinback; 

2 Go Rams pinbacks; Pride ’69, Beat Franklin Township Rams booster card; newspaper clipping on SRHS 

football, “Traditional as Thanksgiving Turkey,” Daily Home News, Nov. 26, 1969; postage stamp com-

memorating 100 years of intercollegiate football (1869-1969); 25 holiday postcards (early 1900s) and 1 

postcard of Madison Square Garden, 1907. Donated by Paula Kolakowski Duffy. 
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The Gold Star Bar: From Russian to Portuguese Owners – continued from page 1 

 

Fred Cerekwas was a Russian immigrant who came to America and settled in the small town of South River 

because he had been told of the many opportunities to create a good life there.  In that time period, South    

River attracted many immigrants because of the available jobs within its industrial factories.  Throughout its 

history, South River has been home to many different ethnicities.  Cerekwas was one of many Russian          

immigrants who settled in the part of town which was later coined “Russian Alley”.  Because it was the early 

1930s, this bar was not a legal establishment.  No sign hung over the bar’s front door to declare its name, but 

everyone in town knew it as “Cerekwas’s Tavern”.  The prohibition of alcohol in America lasted from 1920 to 

1933.  Cerekwas was able to operate the bar because he was a bootlegger, which means that he was part of the 

illegal network of men who manufactured and sold alcohol (mostly high proof alcohol and beer) during the 

time in American history when it was illegal.  During the depression, supplying alcohol to local neighbors in 

America provided people with a way to make a living.  Cerekwas saw this opportunity and acted upon it,           

catering to the immigrants who lived near the bar.  He was not the only bootlegger in South River, in fact: 

“there was a standing joke that claimed you could get a drink anywhere in South River during Prohibition           

except at the bank.”  This little town of South River was part of this illegal activity and “millions of dollars 

worth of bootlegging is said to have taken place in the borough during the 1920s”.  Although prohibition was 

repealed in 1933, Cerekwas continued to be a bootlegger for several years after.  Following the era of            

prohibition, bootlegging continued as a way to avoid paying taxes on alcohol, which many people were not 

willing to do.  For several years Cerekwas was able to make his living with the bar.  In 1942, because of 

Cerekwas’s poor management skills, the building was in financial distress and was put up for sale by the bank.  

At this time, Cerekwas’s daughter and son-in-law; Olga and John Cienciewicki, decided they wanted to keep 

the bar in their  family and bought it from the bank.  Even though new ownership papers were signed, the bar 

continued to be owned and operated by that same Russian family. 

 

The part of town Cerekwas opened his tavern in was the part where 

many immigrants lived.  He catered specifically to his neighbors living 

in a six-block radius from the bar.  There were three active bars within 

forty feet of each other on Whitehead Avenue; and they all supplied to 

the local community.  Most of the locals rotated around the three bars: 

on most nights choosing the one with the best price.  The immigrants 

going to Cerekwas’s Tavern were a mixture of ethnicities: Polish,              

Russian, and Irish, to name a few.  Most nights several different                

languages were being spoken in the bar.  South River, from its origins, 

has had inhabitants of very diverse backgrounds and, because of this, the 

different cultures were able to mix in these social settings; it’s just the 

way it has always been for the people living there.  A historian of South 

River, Brian Armstrong, notes that “European immigrants … had a cul-

ture which included drinking and dancing.”  These similar interests and desires to bond with people of their 

new country allowed them to come together naturally and easily; they were all going through the same situa-

tions and facing the same challenges as they tried to create lives for themselves in South River.  They were 

happy to be in America, the land of opportunities, and they wanted to feel united as Americans.  Although im-

migrants of different backgrounds could feel comfortable in Cerekwas’s Tavern, because the owner and his 

family were mostly Russian (with a little bit of Polish blood in them too) they catered more specifically to im-

migrants from those places.  After all, the tavern was located in Russian Alley.  South River was divided into 

many sections in that time, with Russian Alley being one of them.  Russian Alley had its own bakery, grocery 

store, clothing store, and everything else its residents needed to live their lives; so if they didn’t want to leave, 

they never had to.        

            

           Continued on Back Page 
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Now: The Gold Star Bar 



The Iron Horse in the Garden State, 1812-1930 
 

Dr. David Fowler, historian and editor of Railroads and New Jersey: 

A Bibliography of Contemporary Publications, 1812–1901, ad-

dressed a packed house during the April 24th program at the South 

River Museum. The maps, drawings, prints, documents, broadsides, 

and other images that made up his slideshow illustrated not only the 

pervasive presence of railroads during the nineteenth and early twen-

tieth centuries, but also their immense influence on the social, eco-

nomic, cultural, and technological development of the Garden State. 

Perhaps one of the most obvious yet most easily overlooked artifacts 

of the railroad boom is the change it created in common language. 

Backtrack, just the ticket, sidetracked, and one-track mind are just a 

few examples. So the next time you lose your train of thought, re-

member that you have the railroads to blame for it. Let off some 

steam and try not to blow your stack. 

 

Dr. Fowler served as guest curator for the exhibit All Aboard! Rail-

roads and New Jersey, 1812–1930, in the Special Collections gallery 

at the Rutgers University Libraries. A digital version of the exhibit is 

available online at: http://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/rul/exhibits/

nj_railroads/ 

 

2013 SRH&PS  
Calendar - $8.00 

Previous years also 

available - $6.00 
 

Old School Baptist Church print 

by Joseph Csatari - $25.00 

Numbered limited edition print 13” x 

15 ¾”, unframed, includes brief biog-

raphy of the artist and history of the 

Old School Baptist Church building.  
 

Commemorative 200th Anniversary 

Old School Baptist Church Medal-

lion Ornament  (South River Mu-

seum) - $10.00 
 

Old School Baptist Church Post-

card – Set of 3 postcards, $1.00 

Features an 1894  

photo of the OSBC 

(now the South 

River Museum). 
 

Commemorative 

Book Celebrating  South River's 

275th Anniversary, 1720-1995 - 
$10.00 

Over 90 pages of text & photos. 
 

Wooden Plaque of the Old School 

Baptist Church - $10.00 

Made from timber from the original 

portico columns. 
 

Old School Baptist Church Note 

Cards with Envelopes - Set of 5 

cards, $2.50; set of 10 cards, $4.00 

Features an  early photo of the OSBC.  
 

SRH&PS Hat - $5.00 

Blue with white lettering and a picture 

of the Old School Baptist Church.  
 

Lapel Pin - $5.00 

Collectible pin com-

memorating the South 

River Museum - Old 

School Baptist Church 

[size- 7/8 inch] 

 

Note: Prices do not include postage. 

Please visit our website (see back   

page) for additional items. 

SRH&PS GIFT SHOP 
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The Gold Star Bar: From Russian to Portuguese Owners – continued from page 4 

 

In 1942, when Olga and John Cienciewicki bought the bar, it became known as “O’Neill’s Tavern”.  For             

reasons that do not belong in this paper, my great-grandfather was known as John O’Neill rather than John 

Cienciewicki, and everyone in South River referred to him that way.  There is a possibility that a stranger          

visiting in South River would have guessed the owner of the bar to be Irish by the name, but it was still that 

same Russian family owning and operating the tavern.  There still was no sign hanging over the front door and 

only a fluorescent “Ballantine” beer sign hanging in the window indicated that someone could walk in and or-

der a beer.  My grandfather, John O’Neill, was the son of Olga and John Cienciewicki.  He was nine years old 

when his parents bought the bar, and he grew up in it, since his parents did not sell that bar until the mid 

1980s. A couple of generations had passed from the time when original immigrants came to the bar so there 

were now many automatic citizens; and he still heard different languages on most nights.  It was because he 

grew up in a bar where many people spoke Russian that he knows words and phrases to this day.  The original 

atmosphere of the bar created by Fred Cerekwas in the early 1930s still existed while John O’Neill grew up 

there; the diversity of ethnicities in South River was still illustrated in that room.  By the mid 1980s, Olga and 

John were ready to retire and they sold their tavern.  A Portuguese man bought it from the family and kept it 

as a bar; but he hung a sign over the door and changed the name. 

 
 

The selling of the tavern from a Russian family to a Portuguese man illustrates the changing dimensions of 

South River.  Although there are still many Russians and Polish people living in the town, and Russian Alley 

still to a certain degree exists, people of new backgrounds have flooded South River.  With these shifting di-

mensions of people, a history has been lost, and not even the current owner of the bar could tell you who ex-

actly the man in that antique photograph hanging on the wall is or why he is important.  But with a little dig-

ging into the roots and past of my family, I was able to bring this part of South River’s past to life. 



2013 SRH&PS Membership Application Form 

Please check one:   New       Renewal      Gift (from_______________________) 
 

Please print your name clearly as it should appear on the membership listing: 
 

     Name(s):______________________________________________________________ 

     Address: _____________________________________________________________ 

     City: _______________________________ State: _________Zip Code: _________ 

     Phone: (____)________________  E-mail: _________________________________ 

 Check here and include a stamped, self-addressed envelope to receive a membership card. 

  

ANNUAL DUES CATEGORIES 

  Please check one: 

 

 Adult                              $10.00 

 Student                           $5.00 

  Family/Couple              $15.00 
(please enter number in family) ____  

 Business/Corporate   $25.00   

 Lifetime - Individual 250.00 

 Check here and include your email above if you would like to receive your newsletter via email. 

  I would like to donate an additional amount of $_________  (Gifts will be recognized in our newsletter) 

The gift is:  in honor of  in memory of: ______________________________________________________________ 

Total amount enclosed: $______________  Cash      Check (Please make check payable to “SRH&PS, Inc.”) 

Send your application and dues payment to: SRH&PS Membership                   [All dues and contributions are tax-deductible.] 

                                                                       P.O. Box 446                                                   

                                                                       South River, NJ 08882 

 My company has a matching gift program. 

       Company name: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

       Company address: _________________________________________________________________________________ 

As a tax-exempt corporation, the SRH&PS, Inc. is eligible to receive matching gifts. If your employer participates in such a program, 

please send matching gift forms with your membership donation. The Society's fiscal year is January 1 to December 31. 

 Name: ____________________________________________________________________ 

 Address: __________________________________________________________________ 

                  __________________________________________________________________ 

 City, State, ZIP Code: ________________________________________________________ 

 Phone (Optional): __________________________________________________________ 

 Email (Optional): ___________________________________________________________ 

 Amount of donation: ________________ 

 Please make checks payable to the South River Historical & Preservation Society, Inc. and send them  

 with the form to:   SRH&PS, Inc.  

                                 P.O. Box 446  

                                 South River, NJ 08882  

 (If you would like to make a memorial donation, please add the information to the back of the form.) 

2013 Meetings:   June 26  September 25  November 20 
June 26: Explosion at Morgan: the World War I Middlesex Munitions Disaster - Randall Gabrielan will dis-

cuss the 1918 explosion at the Gillespie Shell Loading Plant, focusing on similar events, while telling the 

story of the local area and what happened after the war. Mr. Gabrielan is the Executive Director of the Mon-

mouth County Historical Commission and the author of many other books on aspects of New Jersey history.  
 

The meeting will convene at 7:00 p.m. at the South River Museum — Old School Baptist Church, 64-66 Main 

Street, South River.  Light refreshments will be served. 
 

The Museum is also open to the general public from 1:30 until 3:30 p.m. on the first Sunday of each month 

(second Sunday if the first is a holiday):   July 7  August 4 September 1 October 6 

South River Historical & Preservation Society Calendar 

Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program Donation Form 


