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Co-sponsored by tourism commission, Nicchio Ristorante 
By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — Thousands gathered this weekend to honor everything Italian at the first annual Feast of San 
Gennaro at the Jersey Shore this past Saturday and Sunday.  

The Feast of San Gennaro, co-sponsored by the borough’s tourism commission and Nicchio Ristorante, 1000 
Main St., was spread out along Main Street from 10th to 12th avenues with food, music and activities for people 
of all ages. 

Mary Brabazon, tourism director, said “for a first year event, it was a wonderful success.”  

Ms. Brabazon believes the borough was in need of a festival that celebrated Italian heritage since there are 
many Italians living in the area, she said.  

To honor the festival’s patron Saint San Gennaro, Monsignor Thomas Gervasio, the Vicar General of the 
Diocese of Trenton, celebrated Mass in Italian and English on Saturday, Sept. 8 in St. Rose Church on Main 
Street.  

Following the Mass, the Son and Daughter of San Gennaro lead the traditional procession of the statue of San 
Gennaro to its place of honor at the festival site. 

Maria Boccia was chosen as the Daughter of San Gennaro for her involvement in the community and 
Freeholder Tom Arnone was selected as the Son of San Gennaro for his long-time involvement and 
development in Monmouth County. 

In addition, Joe Leone, of Joe Leone’s Italian Specialities Catering in Point Pleasant Beach and Sea Girt, was 
recognized as San Gennaro’s Italian-American Business Person of the Year. Mr. Leone is very active in the 
philanthropic community, with efforts that span from raising funds for the orphanage in L'Aquila, Italy to 
organizing local fundraisers.  

When asked how she felt about being honored as the Daughter of San Gennaro, Ms. Boccia, a life-long Belmar 
resident, said she was “overwhelmed because I just [worked for the community] thinking that this and that was 
needed.”  

“I just love the town and I love to do things [for the town,” she said, noting that she was the president of the 
Belmar Woman’s Club for 11 years, member of the St. Rose Rosary Society, member of the Friends of the 
Belmar Library and board member for the Belmar Historical Society. “I got my reward and I am the Daughter 
of San Gennaro.”  

Mr. Leone agreed that it was an honor to be recognized at the festival.  

“I’m proud to be an American first but my family history is from Italy, so it was an honor,” he said.  

Freeholder Arnone also said that he is proud of his Italian heritage.  



“I am proud of my heritage as we all are, and to be the first son of San Gennaro will be something I will always 
remember,” he said. 

As for the festival itself, Freeholder Arnone said he never expected it to be as successful as it was in its first 
year.  

Dan Di Cesare, owner of Nicchio Ristorante and event chair, said he wanted to start the Feast of San Gennaro to 
“get in touch” with his Italian culture, as well as encourage others to give back to the community. 

“The Jersey Shore has a lot of press lately and not a lot if it has been positive,” he said. “I wanted to show the 
world the family orientation of the area.”  

And he feels that has been accomplished with the great turnout, great music and “amazing” generosity from the 
patrons who donated money to the statue.  

Over the course of the two days, patrons were encouraged to pin money on a ribbon around the statue of San 
Gennaro to benefit the FoodBank of Monmouth and Ocean Counties, said Patti Baxter, owner of Spark Market 
Solutions, the event marketing organizers for the event. Spark Market Solutions is based in Red Bank.  

“We are always happy to support the food bank however we can,” she said. “The San Gennaro Festival was just 
another way of bringing everyone’s attention that there are people in our own community that are hungry every 
day.” 

Linda Keenan, director of development for the FoodBank, said they are delighted to be the recipient of the 
$1,842 donation.  

The donation can provide 5,526 meals to the families who are struggling, she said, noting that for “every dollar 
donation we can provide three meals.”  

“The generosity of the people at the festival shows how neighbors help neighbors,” she said. “It was an 
opportunity for everyone to make a difference because hunger effects everyone.” 

Over the course of two days, Ms. Baxter estimates about 15,000 people attended the event.  

“It was a fantastic event. In spite of the weather, the crowds were more than we anticipated,” she said.  

Frankie Petrulla, of Brielle, said the festival was “fantastic” with “a beautiful day, great food and great fun.” 
Mr. Petrulla added he hopes the event becomes an annual one in Belmar.  

Laura Darcy, of Neptune Township, said the festival helps remind people “what Belmar has to offer not just in 
the summer but all year round.”  

“Belmar is a great year-round destination for people to come and enjoy themselves with their families,” she 
said. 

Mayor Matt Doherty said for its first year, the San Gennaro festival was well attended and well organized.  

The mayor said the borough is looking into establishing a committee, like the committee created for the St. 
Patrick’s Day Parade, to make improvements and continue to grow the festival.  



“It’s a great new family-friendly event we added to Belmar,” he said. “I look forward to continuing it into the 
future.”  

	  


