ThexTAViiTime's

Bringing Local Journalism Back to Our Community

f%.....m |i|.|7:7:'|"@::|;4 Lo (SRS

A Commanity Senvice of The rHllentown Village 7mmm

June 1, 2026 - Volume VI, Issue VI
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250" Buthday
TAVI Events Hit High Gear
for America’s Birthday

Our nation’s Semiquincentennial is almost upon us, a @ A %5 @

once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to celebrate America.
TAVI has prepared a series of events highlighting our A T A GLAN CE
community’s history — family-friendly programs that will THURSDAY, JUNE 11 — NOON

make you proud to be an American. The events are free ,
and open to the public. So, fill in your calendar with a full B LIS T IELDEN BRI

schedule of TAVI250 and say “Happy Birthday America.” 7 SOUTH MAIN ST.
Here are the details:
SATURDAY, JUNE 20™ — 6:30 PM
David Brearley practiced law and SAY OUR NAMES - FREE BLACK
raised his family at 7 South Main FAMILIES OF ALLENTOWN &
Street before going off to war in UPPER FREEHOLD
1776. He became a close confidant ALLENTOWN METHODIST CHURCH
of George Washington, who 23 CHURCH ST.
appointed him the first chief justice
of New Jersey and sent him to the SATURDAY, JULY 4™ —9 AM
Constitutional Convention in 1789. Stop PROCLAMATION OF THE

by the former Brearley homestead at 7 S. Main Street on
June 11" at noon for some free birthday cake to celebrate
what would have been his 281 birthday
and learn more about this great
American patriot.

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE
SENSI PARK — MAIN ST.

SUNDAY, JULY 5™ -3 -6 PM
THE GREAT AMERICAN POTLUCK
ALLENTOWN METHODIST CHURCH

23 CHURCH ST.

On June 20™, hear the amazing
stories of black families in our
community during the 1800’s — How
they emerged from slavery to build
lives as free members of society.
What were the challenges they faced,

(continued on next page)
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CELEBRATE 250

and how did they overcome them? Local historian Sue Kozel will tell their story.
TAVTI’s Juneteenth program, “Say our Names,” begins at 6:30 pm in Allentown
Methodist Church and includes dessert.

July 4" begins with the words that started it all. Join us in Pete Sensi Park on
Main Street at 9 a.m. for the annual Proclamation of the Declaration of
Independence. Meet George Washington, who will be attending to share some
inspirational words with the assembly. Music and refreshments round out the
program. If you would like to read a small portion of the Declaration as part of
this year’s event, please email mccormicknj@aol.com for more information.

The celebration continues on July 5 with America's 250 Potluck, an opportunity
to join with one another to share a fun communal meal, creating a sense of
connection and belonging. The tradition of Sunday dinner invites us to slow
down, serve others, and connect with one another. Through a shared meal, we can
promote our common bonds and honor the freedoms we enjoy as Americans.

Join the movement to build connections with our community by spreading the

word and planning to attend the Potluck on July 5, 2026 from 3:00-6:00 PM at the Allentown United Methodist
Church located at 23 Church Street, Allentown, NJ. All you need to do is grab your family, friends, and
neighbors, bring a dish of your choice and come spend a few hours celebrating our nation's birthday. There will
be old-fashioned lawn games, a bouncy house for the little ones, patriotic sing-a-longs, ice tea & lemonade
compliments of TAVI or you can purchase a soda for .50 cents. For more information

visit www.allentownvinj.com or email deniseerb50@gmail.com
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BRING YOUR FAVORITE DISH lndenenﬂence

BOUNCY FAMLY, FRIENDS, NEIGHBORS 9a.m., July 4, 2026

i e 128 8 oo srveeD P& N - Pete Sensi Park

LAWN GAMES  smasocans ~ Main St. Allentown '

For more information call (609) 208-9991

ALLENTOWN UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
23 CHURCH STREET, ALLENTOWN, NJ 08501
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The Hlentown Yillage Tnitiative (1 AV1) Proudly Presente

SAY OUR NAMES:

African American Families Emerging Out of Slavery to Freedom
in Upper Freehold and Allentown, 1770’s — 1830’s

A Talk by Historian Sue Kozel

6:30 pm Saturday,
June 20, 2026

Allentown Methodist Church
23 Church Street
Allentown, NJ 08501

JUNETEENTH

Light Refreshments - RSVP to
McCormicknj@aol.com
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; and the Monmouth County Board of Commissioners.
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Borough approves 2026 budget

By Ryan Conway

The Allentown Borough Council approved the village’s 2026 budget at the May 12 borough council meeting.

Allentown’s 2026 tax rate is set at 0.965 percent, which compared to last year’s 0.961 percent tax, is just a
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KIDS FISHING
ToURNAMENT

osted by the Allentown Llons Club

SENSIiPARK
CONINES
MILLPOND

AT JUNE 2T

- 800T0“AM

Age Group and Overall Prizes for

SHORE DIVISION & BOAT DIVISION
Fishing on the lake or from Sensi and Farmer Parks.

(PFD’s required on the lake!)
No fishing behind the Mill.
Please respect all private property.

0.004 percent increase. This will
actually be the smallest year-to-year tax
rate increase since 2019 to 2020.

While the local tax rate is getting a
minor bump, the borough is expecting
to pay a lesser percent in local taxes
from last year, going from 29 to 28
percent.

Councilman Michael Drennan, the chair
of the Finance & Administration
committee, cited three major
components of the overall increase:
Police, insurance and pensions. The
three combined make up approximately
$132,000 of the budget. Mayor Fritts
acknowledged that the borough had to
budget carefully in order to make it
work.

Councilman Drennan acknowledged
that health insurance bills “skyrocketed”
last year, which resulted in a $54,000
increase, as well as a 33.8% increase
compared to 2025. The pensions, which
are connected to healthcare, saw a
$32,000 increase, which was a 10.6%
increase from last year.

In regards to police, the borough
authorized police salary increases for
2026 back in February, and Drennan
noted that the borough is “comfortably
in negotiation” to work out new
contracts. The increase isn’t just in
regards to their salaries, as Drennan also
mentioned that it’s the result of incurred
costs. Overall, police resulted in a
$6,000 increase from last year, or a 5.2
percent increase compared to last year.

At the beginning of his presentation,
Councilman Drennan also showcased a
comparison, from 2024 to 2026, of

(Continued on next page)




Borough B“dget (continued)

the average home value in Allentown, according to the tax assessor. The average home in Allentown is valued
at $329,566, which is a $35,691 increase from average 2025 value of $293,875.

Councilman Drennan also noted that the borough was able to save a little money on water utilities this year
because they were able to pay off debt services, and that taxpayers will owe less money to the water utility fund
this year. However, he said he doesn’t expect it to stay that way in the future, particularly due to upgrades to the

water plant being made next year. (

In non-budget related news, the borough also addressed the Beaver Dam that has
evolved near Hendrickson Way. Councilwoman Erika DeKranes said that her
committee will attempt to relocate the beavers.

Mayor Fritts also introduced Ordinances 07, 08, and 09, pertaining to Land
Development Regulations. Public hearings for the ordinances will be held at the
next council meeting, which is scheduled for Tuesday, June 9.

Via Roma IP’s Italian Roots Run Through Guatemala
By Ryan Conway

Via Roma has been a staple of the Allentown community since
the 1950s, serving pizza and satisfying customers, generally with
its signature Trenton Tomato Pie. Initially starting out as John’s
Pizza, the restaurant has had several different ownerships in its
65+ year history. Its current owner, Oscar Guerra, has very
unique roots: He came all the way from Guatemala.

Immigrating to the United States as a 14 year-old back in 2001,
Guerra owns not only Via Roma, but Villa Rosa in Burlington,
another pizzeria. His very first job in the United States was
working at Villa Rosa, alongside his brothers. The only thing
they knew how to do at first was washing the dishes, but it
wouldn’t take long for them to take on other responsibilities.

“We went from dishwasher to prepping, and then cooking, and
then we realized we like to do that kind of stuff,” Oscar Guerra
said.

Guerra’s right-hand man is his own older brother Romeo, who
manages the restaurant about four days a week. Romeo had a
similar journey as Oscar, having worked in the restaurant for Via Roma manager Romeo Guerra

many years, by starting dishwashing for Via Roma. These days, he’s in the place just about every other day
running the restaurant, but it wasn’t always that way. “I started just as a dishwasher, and then I worked doing
preparations like cutting veggies,” Romeo Guerra said. “After two or three years doing that, I started making
sandwiches and salads, so I learned how to cook, then how to make pizza, and now I manage the place.”

Oscar had worked at both restaurants dating back for over 15 years, and then the opportunity to purchase Via
Roma in 2019 came. Guerra did not pass up the opportunity and opted to purchase the restaurant that he worked
at since he was a teenager. He said it can be a struggle for small businesses, with the long hours and having to
stress over financials, but overall he enjoys the experience. “Having businesses can be brutal sometimes, but
we’re hanging in there,” Oscar Guerra said.

(Continued on next page)




Via Roma Il

The timing wound up being quite inopportune. Arguably
the worst thing that can happen to a small business is a
pandemic, and that struck the whole world a year after
Guerra bought the restaurant. Amidst financial pressure,
the Guerras had to make sweeping and difficult staff
changes as the world was being flipped upside down.
They weren’t fighting for profit - at that point, they were
fighting for survival.

(continued)

“Honestly, we were open just to be open and not to be
making any profit,” Oscar Guerra said. “We weren’t able
to have any dining.” The effects from COVID still linger
today. Oscar Guerra said that food costs from suppliers
haven’t been the same since before the pandemic.

As a whole, Oscar emphasized that running a restaurant
is very shaky and unstable. The COVID-19 pandemic

Romeo Guerra and Via Roma's pizza offerings

showed it to the extreme, but even on a week-to-week basis, the overall strength of the restaurant can fluctuate a
lot. “It’s tough because there are weeks you make some profit, and there are weeks you don't make anything,”

Oscar Guerra said.

Oscar is typically between Via Roma as well as his other restaurant in Burlington, which means Romeo has
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assumed a big role of constantly being in the
restaurant. He admitted that the long hours and
hard work really does take a toll. “It’s really
tiring for me,” Romeo Guerra said. “Like I said,
it takes a lot of energy, because I gotta keep
watching everything. Something that [ make
sure all the time is if someone’s ordered a pizza,
I make sure that the pizza guy starts making
pizzas as soon as he can, and the same thing
with the cook.”

Overall, the brothers spoke positively about
their experience with the restaurant. Oscar said
that it’s a home to many positive experiences
and meals.

“Via Roma is a very nice place,” Oscar Guerra
said. “It’s not fancy and all that some people
would think they want, but I think Via Roma is
something that you can really enjoy. If you’re a
family of three or four, you can go there, relax
and have a nice meal. Believe me, you will
enjoy it if you go there and sit down for a little
bit.” Via Roma is at 1280 Yardville-Allentown
Rd., Allentown and is open Thurs.- Tues., 11
a.m.- 9 p.m. Closed Wed. Order online at
https://www.viaromaii.com/?utm_source=gbp
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Paying Taxes E=

Editor’s Note: Following is the fifth installment in TAVI’s 12-part series (“civics refresher”) outlining our
form of government and discussing duties that are critical to supporting it.

No one likes paying taxes. No one has ever liked paying
taxes. But taxes are the way we and most other countries
pay for the goods and services that governments provide to
their citizens. And collecting taxes is nothing new.

PAYING TAXES

Taxation started more than 3,000 years ago in Egypt
(someone had to pay for the pyramids). But grain and cattle,
let alone labor and tithes, are no longer the currency of the
day in most places, including here in the US. In our
country’s early years, we relied more or less exclusively on
tariffs and excise taxes to provide the public goods and
services they required or were promised. An income tax
here in the US was first enacted in 1862 during the Civil
War, subsequently repealed in 1872, then re-introduced by
way of the 16™ Amendment to the Constitution in 1913. The
Revenue Act of 1913 allowed for taxing not only individuals but businesses, as well. In 1935, the Social
Security Act took the further step of instituting payroll withholding. Following World War II, the tax rate
remained higher than it had been previously to deal with the increased debt resulting from the war.

The first half of the 20 century also saw institution of other types of taxes, including the estate tax (1916), the
. gift tax (1924), and the state sales tax, which got its

start in Mississippi in 1930. The Economic Recovery
Act of 1981 reduced all income tax rates and changed

“_ how businesses account for capital investment and

' expenditure. The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017

further reduced marginal tax rates, granted more
generous tax deductions, and lowered the corporate tax
rate. Most recently, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act
(2025) is intended to make the 2017 changes
permanent, eliminates taxes on tips and overtime, and
aims to provide significant additional tax savings for
the average family and create a significant number of

The UFRSD PTA Annual Bland Brlva
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Afew minutes of yourtime can
mean a lifetime for someone else.
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Stylist Jesicca Ruzic Hikes
the Appalachian Trail

By Tasnim Oyshi

After two spinal fusion surgeries, Cream Ridge resident and personal stylist

Jesicca Ruzic had to go through a hard rehabilitation period in order to return to

her usual active lifestyle. She had been going to the gym every single day since the
age of fifteen, having tried every machine and done every class throughout the years.
When she finally got back to her routine, she found herself bored. Jessica Ruzic

That’s when Ruzic discovered an interest in hiking. She has since completed several trails across New Jersey,
Connecticut and upstate New York. When she was finishing up her goal of 365 miles last year, she began
thinking about her next challenge. On her 56th birthday, Ruzic embarked on a journey across the Appalachian
Trail, a six-month long hike that travels about 2,200 miles and 14 states.

To prepare, Ruzic worked with her chiropractor to adjust her
neck, back and feet, even acquiring orthotics for the trip. She
also did hot and cold therapy to develop brown fat for the
temperature differences she might face, alternating between
extreme heat in a sauna and following it up with a cold plunge.
With research from the internet and YouTube, she was ready
for her trek.

On the road for the past two months, Ruzic is now in Virginia
with about 540 miles behind her. “We’ve had really great
weather so that has been super helpful,” she says. She said her
experience has been a ten out of ten, although challenges arise
Jessica on the trail now and again.

There are the standard worries of running out of phone battery or sleeping amidst bear activity and then, there
are mice. “Mice have definitely chewed through my bag,” Ruzic says. “Started to chew through my food so
mice are a bigger issue than bears are, for sure.”

The support of her family has been a great motivator for Ruzic. In a family group chat, she communicates how
many miles she walks per day and how she’s feeling, allowing everyone to be a part of the process.

“I call [my husband] ‘command central’ because he is doing all the logistics from home,” she says, explaining
how he’s been keeping track of her supply, how her body is holding up and when she has to spend the
occasional night at a hotel. Sometimes, when she’s hiking eight or nine hours a day, the playlists her three
children send her also come in handy.

The Trail has taught Ruzic the satisfaction of solitude. Although she has brief interactions with others on the
path, she’s by herself for the most part. “I was a little nervous that I was going to be lonely or needing
somebody to [help],” she says. “I’ve literally done everything by myself and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed it.”

For those who want to hike the Appalachian, Ruzic’s advice is to pick a date. “If you just say, ‘Oh yeah, I want
to do that someday,’ that someday is never going to come,” she says. “Take a date and stick to it and do
everything that you can to prepare prior to that date.”

Ruzic looks forward to seeing her family again when she finishes the hike, along with eating a classic New
Jersey pizza. For now, she has been documenting her journey on video. People can tag along on Ruzic’s hike
through her YouTube channel, One S Wanders.




Phase |l of Ashby Park Completed

By Tasnim Oyshi

In honor of Sergeant George Ashby, African American farmer
and New Jersey’s longest surviving Civil War veteran, three
acres of land downtown is dedicated to Sgt. George Ashby
Memorial Park. Renamed in 2016, the park sits near Hamilton
Street Cemetery, where Ashby is buried.

Mayor Fierstein had initially submitted a grant application
when he was leaving office that would allow the purchase of
the land, explained Municipal Clerk Laurie A. Roth. Although
that didn’t work out, Mayor Westfall continued Fierstein’s
efforts. The Monmouth Conservation Foundation devoted
funding to buy the area in 2016.

“It gives our residents another form of recreation and it also
prevents development,” said Roth. “That was our goal in
purchasing that land and building a park. It was the last level
lot in Allentown so we didn’t want it to become a housing
development.”

Starting in 2019, plans were developed for communal and
recreational activities such as hiking, walking and dog walking.
With funding from grants and money matched by the town,
Sgt. Ashby Park has undergone two phases of improvements so
far, planned by the land development consulting firm AKR.
The first phase emphasized site circulation and connection to Ty YN T e o T e Y T
the neighboring community while the second highlighted the addition of rain gardens, a tree grove and a native
wildflower meadow.

“So it was clearing the land, putting in the pathways, taking down trees,” Roth explained. “There was a
structure on the property that we had to remove. Then, they had perennial gardens scattered throughout there.”
“We worked with the Borough to obtain two separate County Open Space grants to construct the park and led
the project’s public engagement and visioning campaign,” stated AKRF.

Roth explained the role the community played in the park’s developments. The town held several weekly
meetings that the public could attend and speak on what they wanted placed in the park. Therefore, much of the
design process includes participation from community members.

The latest upgrades to the park have involved planting, according to a post by the Allentown Borough NJ on
March 19. “Recently, Public Works replaced several plantings throughout the park, helping to refresh and
enhance the landscape for the upcoming season,” the post stated, giving credit to Pleasant Run Nursery in
Upper Freehold for their plant donation.

When it comes to future plans, Roth specified that new fencing will
be installed for the cemetery as part of the current Municipal Parks
Project. However, there are no concrete plans at the moment to
move forward with additional phases of Sgt. Ashby Park’s
developments. Roth is hoping the project will be revisited in the
future once the Municipal Parks Project is completed. For now,
Roth encourages residents to be good stewards of Sgt. Ashby Park.




Riding High Farm Opens “The Cottage Shop”

Riding High Farm is dedicated to providing therapeutic recreational horseback
riding adapted to meet the needs of individuals with varying levels of physical
and cognitive abilities. The farm recently opened “The Cottage Shop,”
featuring handmade items created by talented local crafters, along with fresh
seasonal vegetables, fruits, farm-fresh eggs, and local honey. All items are
placed in the shop on consignment.

The Cottage Shop was created to provide adults with special needs an
opportunity to build confidence and gain valuable public and customer service
skills in a supportive environment. Shoppers are not only supporting local
farms and artisans, they are also encouraging growth, independence, and
community inclusion.

Riding High Farm is located at 145 Rt 526, Allentown NJ 08501. Hours are
Tuesdays 10-2, Fridays 4-7:30 and Saturdays 10-2.

Remembering Our Heroes

Cadets of Allentown’s Civil Air Patrol hold portraits of servicemen from our community who were killed in
action. The portraits were created by TAVI after researching the stories of the men whose names are
remembered during the Allentown Lions’ annual Memorial Day service.

Are you marking a birthday, anniversary, graduation, marriage or other milestone
event in your family? Let TAVI celebrate with you — Send your announcements to

mccormicknj@aol.com so we can include them in The TAVI Times.

The Allentown Village Initiative (TAVI)
President — Martha Ploshay Vice President — Mike McCormick
Treasurer — Alan DeFalco Secretary — Jacqueline Bossart
Trustees — Jeff Ploshay, Debbi McCormick, David Bossart, Kevin Jean-Louis, Denise Erb
Trustee Emeritus — Alice Wikoff
Donations are always gratefully accepted

https://www.allentownvinj.org/donate.html
Copyright 2026
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