
BY ARTHUR CUSANO
A prominent development 

group has submitted plans for 
an affordable housing building 
on a cleared parcel just off the 
Grand Concourse.

The Purchase, NY-based 
Stagg Group has submitted 
plans to build a 13-story apart-
ment building at 150 Van Cor-
tlandt Avenue, the former site 
of a gas station and auto repair 
shop. 

The 19,811-square-foot prop-
erty was acquired by Stagg in 
spring 2015 for just under $7 
million from realty firm Cush-
man and Wakefield.  

The former gas station has 
been defunct for more than two 
decades, and the underground 
gas tanks were removed in 
1997 before an environmental 
remediation project at the site 
had been completed. The site is 
zoned residential.

Stagg Group president Mark 
Stagg said all 163 units in the 
proposed building would be of 
the affordable housing variety, 
and said his company would be 
working with the office of NYC 
Housing Preservation and De-
velopment and NYS Housing 
Development Corporation to 
fund the project. 

The owner of such build-
ings are usually compensated 
with tax credits as an incentive 
to create affordable housing, 
since they cannot charge mar-
ket rate rents.

“It’s a great location, right at 
the end of the Grand Concourse 
and near the Mosholu Park-
way,” Stagg said of the planned 
development.

In addition to close proxim-
ity to the Bedford Park Station 
on the 4 and D subway lines, 
the property is also within 
walking distance of the Bronx 
High School of Science, Dewitt 

BY ARTHUR CUSANO
Former 49th Precinct Com-

mander Deputy Inspector Keith 
Walton was indicted Wednes-
day, December 14, on sex abuse 
charges just as a separate civil 
lawsuit was filed against him 
by another former subordi-
nate.

Walton, 44, was indicted and 
arraigned in Bronx County 
Court before Supreme Court 
Justice Steven Barrett on three 
counts of first-degree sexual 
abuse, a class D violent felony; 
two counts of forcible touching, 
a class A misdemeanor; three 

counts of third-degree sexual 
abuse, a class B misdemeanor; 
official misconduct, a class A 
misdemeanor and second-de-
gree harassment, a violation.

“The defendant allegedly 
sexually abused an officer who 
was under his command, in the 
police stationhouse where they 
serve and protect the public,” 
stated District Attorney Darcel 
Clark in a release outlinng the 
indictment. “By his degrading 
behavior, he abused the trust 
of his officers, as well as that 
of the residents of the 49th Pre-

BY ARTHUR CUSANO
A vacant lot that has sat as an 

eyesore for decades may have a sec-
ond life as a community garden, 
but only if city officials go along 
with the plan.

Area resident Richard Vitacco 
first proposed turning a lot on the 
1900 block of Amethyst Street adja-
cent to a train line and bordering 
Rhinelander Avenue and White 
Plains Road into a garden back in 
2009 in a letter to the NYC Depart-
ment of Citywide Administrative 
Services. 

“The initiative was to make 
it (the lot) better than it already 
was,” he said. “There is just a lot 
of debris, dumping that’s going on 
inside of it, graffiti on the concrete 
bunker that supports the train and 
it’s totally overgrown, just urban 
blight that’s taking pace there.” 

Vitacco, who is also the presi-
dent of the East Bronx History Fo-
rum, later got Community Board 11 
to approve a plan he had submitted 
in 2014, which was rejected by the 
city this past June. 
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Second offi cer fi les federal 
‘quota’ lawsuit

Ornament Making At NYBG

SEX ABUSE RAP 
AGAINST 4-9 CO

Stagg plans 
Van Cortlandt 

Ave. project

Groups of borough school children created their own ornaments and 
placed them on trees representing their schools at a series of children’s 
holiday tree decorating events at the New York Botanical Garden. A host of 
elected offi cials participated in the events. Yamilyn from P.S. 47 in Sound-
view holds the ornament she created and then placed on her school tree 
on Friday, December 16.    Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

Residents suggest Van 
Nest community garden
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C.O.D.

Prompt Delivery • Easy Online Ordering
Metered Delivery • Premium Heating Oil

www.CODOIL.com 
*Cannot combine with any other offers.

Lic. #74-1810078

(718) 354-3834

PAY C.O.D. PRICES & SAVE!!*

*Mention this ad 
when you place your 
order and receive an 

additional 3¢ off 
per gallon 

Refer a new customer 
to us and take an 
additional 3¢ off 

per gallon 
on your next order 

BY ROBERT CHRISTIE
A new computer program 

will help the staff at P.S. 85 - 
and possibly other schools 
in the future - steer impover-
ished families to the city re-
sources they need.

A group of Fordham Uni-
versity students, along with 
their computer and informa-
tion science professor Frank 
Hsu, have worked since fall 
of 2015 to develop the pro-
gram which mental health 
professionals working at the 
school can now use.

The students were able 
to use IBM Watson technol-
ogy to create a app which 
provides answers to specifi c 
questions the counselors and 
mental health staff at P.S. 85 
commonly receive.

For example, staff can 
type, “Where can I get food 
stamps?” and the program 

will relay the nearest loca-
tion to get SNAP benefi ts.

Cesarina Javier, the men-
tal health coordinator at P.S. 
85, said many times parents 
come into the school and 
ask her for help with various 
problems that the staff is not 
readily equipped to answer 
or is not related to their job 
description.

She said there is a trust 
certain family members 
have with her that allows 
them to ask for help with per-
sonal matters. Javier said 
being bilingual also helps 
build trust.

“So there’s that connec-
tion they have with me where 
they’ll pull me to the side and 
say, ‘I really need help with 
something,’” she explained.

Javier said at times par-
ents have come to her because 
they need to get away form a 
‘signifi cant other’ due to do-
mestic violence or because 
the shelter they’re staying at 
is in another borough.

She added 90 percent of 
the students at the school are 
receiving free lunch which 
means their family is living 
in poverty.  Also, many of the 
families don’t have constant 
access to the Internet.

“The point of this app is 
to help me link families to re-
sources that are within their 
reach,” she said.

The program was a collab-

oration between Hsu’s stu-
dents - which include, Anna 
Poulakas, Navdeep Bajwa, 
Xiaojie Lan, ALon Yoeli, 
Jiacheng Chen, Yuxiao Luo, 
Ruinan Chen, Jaffar Zaidi, 
Emi Harry, Sebastian Deo-
ssa and Andrew Milligan - 
and Anita Vazquez Batisti’s 
staff - such as Javier - in the 
Center for Educational Part-
nerships.

Since P.S. 85 is a commu-
nity school, it receives many 
resources from Fordham 
University.

The students met many 
times with Javier and Dawn 
Johnson Adams, director 
of P.S. 85, to make sure IBM 
Watson could answer the 
many questions staff mem-
bers like Javier receive on a 
daily basis.

“I would say they defi -
nitely guided us into what 
resources to look at and 
what kind of questions to ask 
because we defi nitely had no 
idea,” said Anna Poulakas, a 
junior political science stu-
dent at FU. 

“I think (the students)  
were the biggest resources 
we had,” said Poulakas with 
a smile.

The students said they 
plan to continue improving 
on the program and also 
hope to one day develop an 
app that can be used on 
handheld devices.

Computer app guides 
families to resources

A new computer program will help staff at P.S. 85 - a community school partnered with Fordham 
University - steer impoverished families to the city resources they need. (Pictured above is Dr. Frank 
Hsu of the university’s Computer and Information Science Department and Dr. Anita Vazquez Batisiti, 
director of the university’s Center for Educational Partnerships - both seated at the center - along 
with their students, staff and collegues who helped to make the computer program possible. 
 Photo Courtesy of Robert Christie

The point of this app 
is to help me link 

families to resources 
that are within their 

reach.
Cesarina Javier
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BY ARTHUR CUSANO
A new program announced last 

week will help residents of the NYC 
Housing Authority get good paying 
union jobs close to home.

Councilman Ritchie Torres an-
nounced the first-of-its kind pro-
gram Friday at the Parkside Houses 
on Bronx Park East in Allerton with 
a handful of its first participants.

The city council has put aside 
$26 million in funding over three 
years to create a civil service ap-
prenticeship program with the NY-
CHA through District 9 of the In-
ternational Union of painters and 
Allied Trades.

The Bronx is home to 89 NYCHA 
developments, according to Torres, 
and the program will give more 
than 100 of its residents an opportu-
nity to get on a career path in the 
city’s construction industry.

“Partnerships like this one, that 
help everyday New Yorkers get jobs 
training and provide a real path-
way to the middle class, are what’s 
needed to continue to build this city 
and uplift our residents. I want to 
thank District Council 9 for their 
vision in developing this program 
and their hard work to reach out to 
communities of color,” said Torres, 

the chairman of the Council’s Com-
mittee on Public Housing. 

DC 9, as it is better known 
among members, is a statewide, 
century-old organization whose 
members are employed in paint-

ing, wall covering, glazier and ar-
chitectural metal and glass work, 
structural steel and bridge paint-
ing, drywall finishing, window 
filming, metal polishing and sign 
and display painting.

District Council 9 political di-
rector Davon Lomax, said the union 
lobbied the state to get approval for 
the city-funded apprenticeship. 

The new recruits will be trained 
by journeyman union painters, he 

said. 
NYCHA residents are consis-

tently underserved when it comes 
to job placement, Lomax added, 
and are often forced to take dead 
end-jobs.

“These apprentices, about 105 
of them, will all have apprentice-
ship titles now,” Lomax said. “That 
means that when they graduate 
from the program they will have a 
NYS Department of Labor appren-
ticeship certificate and a path to 
the middle class.” 

In addition to being geared ex-
clusively towards NYCHA resi-
dents, Lomax said 88 percent are 
women and 98 percent are people 
of color.

“They are learning a skill no 
one can ever take away from them,” 
Lomax said.

The apprentices who attended 
the announcement were not al-
lowed to speak to the press, but 
business manager for District 
Council 9 Joseph Azzopardi said 
with 44,000 NYCHA apartments, 
the Bronx was the perfect place to 
launch such a program.   

“It establishes a partnership 
that we would like to expand upon 
in the future,” he added.

DC 9 union sets up NYCHA apprenticeship program

Councilman Ritchie Torres announced a new union apprenticeship program with DC 9 for NYCHA residents last week in 
Allerton. Courtesy of the Offi ce of Ritchie Torres



cinct.”
According to court 

documents, on Sunday, 
November 6 at the 2121 
Eastchester Road station-
house, Walton instructed 
the defendant, a female 
officer, to come into his 
office and then forcefully 
pulled her hair and at-
tempted to kiss her on the 
mouth. 

Walton then placed his 
hand on the alleged vic-
tim’s genital area over 
her clothing, according 
to the complaint. 

When the alleged vic-
tim attempted to leave 
Walton’s office, he force-
fully asked her, ‘Where 
the hell are you going?’ 
Walton then again put his 
hand on her genital area 
over her clothing and 
then placed the woman’s 
hand on his erect penis 
over his clothing twice, 
according to the criminal 
complaint.  

“I’m leaving soon, 
don’t f#*& with me - re-
member, remember,” 
Walton allegedly told the 
victim.

The victim also 
claimed she tried to push 
Walton’s hands off her 
body and verbally told 
him to stop touching her.

Walton was then re-
corded days later by the 
victim trying to down-
play the alleged incident, 
saying he didn’t remem-
ber any resistance by the 
victim and then asked 
her for a hug.

Walton could face up 

to seven years in prison if 
convicted on the most se-
rious charge, first-degree 
sexual abuse. 

He has since been sus-
pended from the NYPD 
while the case is ongoing, 
and was replaced by Cap-
tain Thomas Alps.

Calls to Walton’s at-
torney, Louis La Pietra, 
were not immediately re-
turned.

Walton’s indictment 
came the same day as a 
federal lawsuit was filed 
against him and other 
NYPD officials by an-
other officer who had 
previously served under 
him, alleging she was the 
victim of retaliation after 
failing to meet monthly 
ticket-writing quotas  

 The plaintiff, Michelle 
Hernandez, alleged she 

was pressured to meet 
illegal ticket quota dis-
guised as performance 
goals while serving in the 
49th and 44th precincts. 

The city, current 
NYPD Commissioner 
James O’Neil, former 
commissioners Ray Kelly 
and William Bratton, for-
mer 44th Precinct Deputy 
Inspector Kevin Catalina 
and Councilwoman Van-
essa Gibson were also 
named as defendants in 
the suit filed in the US 
District Court for the 
Southern District of New 
York. 

Hernandez’s com-
plaint alleges officers 
who failed to meet the 
quotas were punished 
with undesirable assign-
ments, loss of overtime, 
denial of leave, separa-
tion from their NYPD 
partners and poor evalu-
ations. 

The pressure to meet 
the quotas led to unnec-
essary harassment of 
residents of color, the 
complaint also alleges. 

Hernandez sued the 
city for $75 million in 
damages in August due 
to the same alleged retal-
iation for failing to meet 
ticket quotas, according 
to published reports. 

The officer also al-
leged she was told by Cat-
alina to drop a ticket she 
wrote after pulling over 
Gibson in 2014 for talk-
ing on her mobile phone 
while driving. 

Gibson has denied the 
incident happened.
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Sex abuse charges for 4-9 
Precinct CO; second offi cer 
fi les federal ‘quota’ lawsuit

Deputy Inspector Keith Walton, 
former leader fo the 49th Pre-
cinct, was indicted last week on 
felony sex abuse charges after 
charges were alleged by a pre-
cinct offi cer. 
 Archive photo

from Page 1

Stagg Group plans Van 
Cortlandt Avenue project

The property at 150 Van Cortlandt Avenue in Norwood has been cleared for a planned affordable hous-
ing complex recently proposed by the Stagg Group. Arthur Cusano

Clinton High School and 
Lehman College. 

The western portion of 
Van Cortlandt Park and 
the Jerome Park Reser-
voir are also nearby. 

Construction on the 
building will begin in 
July of 2017, Stagg said. 

The project will be de-
signed by Walter Marin of 
Marin Architects of Man-
hattan, who designed the 
affordable housing de-
velopment being built at 
203rd Street and Webster 
Avenue in nearby Nor-
wood. 

That residential proj-
ect will include 130 units 
of affordable and market 
rate housing. 

Work is also well un-
derway at another Stagg 

project, The Equestrian 
at Pelham Parkway. 

The seven-story 
Equestrian, a 129-unit 
building, will include ap-
proximately 20 percent 
affordable units.

Stagg said he wanted 
the Van Cortlandt Av-
enue building to fit in 
with the historic brick 
architecture prominent 
in the north Bedford 
Park neighborhood. 

The building will be 
built to ensure certi-
fied LEED green build-
ing status, and will also 
feature rooftop gardens 
and a fitness facility, as 
well as a basement com-
munity center for use by 
residents. 

Community Board 7 
chair Adaline Walker 

Santiago said Stagg 
Group had not pre-
sented its new plans to 
the board, but would go 
before the Housing and 
Environment and Sani-
tation committees early 
next year.

“It needs to go through 
both committees be-
cause it used to be a gas 
station, but we will be 
addressing this in Janu-
ary,” she said.

Santiago said the 
board had a good his-
tory working with Stagg 
Group and was hopeful 
about the newest proj-
ect.

“Whatever happens, 
it will be for the better of 
the community, because 
we always fight for that,” 
she said.

from Page 1



5
      B

R
O

N
X

 W
E

E
K

L
Y

 D
e

c
e

m
b

e
r

 2
5

, 2
0

1
6

w
w

w
.B

X
T

im
e

s
.c

o
m

w
w

w
.B

X
T

im
e

s
.c

o
m

AgeWell New York, LLC is a HMO plan with a Medicare contract and a Coordination of Benefits Agreement with New York State Department of Health. 
Enrollment in AgeWell New York, LLC depends on contract renewal. This information is not a complete description of benefits. Contact the plan for more 
information. Limitations, copayments, and restrictions may apply. Benefits, premiums and/or co-payments/co-insurance may change on January 1 of each 
year. You must continue to pay your Medicare Part B premium. Premiums, co-pays, co-insurance, and deductibles may vary based on the level of Extra Help 
you receive. Please contact the plan for further details. This plan is available to anyone who has both Medical Assistance from the State and Medicare. This 
information is available for free in other languages. Please call customer service at 1-866-586-8044 or TTY 1-800-662-1220 seven days a week from  
8:00 am to 8:00 pm Eastern Time or visit www.agewellnewyork.com. AgeWell New York complies with applicable Federal civil rights laws and does not  
discriminate on the basis of races, color, national origin, age, disability, or sex. AgeWell New York cumple con las leyes federales de derechos civiles  
aplicables y no discrimina por motivos de raza, color, nacionalidad, edad, discapacidad o sexo. AgeWell New York

ATTENTION: If you do not speak English, language assistance services, free of charge, 
are available to you. Call 1-866-586-8044 (TTY: 1-800-662-1220). ATENCIÓN: si habla español, tiene a su disposición servicios gratuitos de asistencia 
lingüística. Llame al 1-866-586-8044 (TTY: 1-800-662-1220).
1-866-586-8044 (TTY: 1-800-662-1220).  ����������		�
�������
	��	�	��

We’re here for your call.

Toll Free 1.866.586.8044
TTY/TDD 1.800.662.1220

Medicare Advantage Prescription Drug Plans

• Dental, vision and hearing
• Transportation
•  Over-the-counter

pre-paid cards
•  Fitness center membership

 or low cost 
Plan premiums 
Doctor visits  
Generic drugs

$0
Contact us for eligibility and enrollment
info@agewellnewyork.com  |  agewellnewyork.com

BY STEVEN GOODSTEIN
One of the city’s old-

est opera companies will 
celebrate its 50th anni-
versary season by show-
casing two intriguing 
productions.

This year, the Bronx 
Opera will present two 
musical performances 
based on Shakespeare’s 
character John Falstaff, 
Sir John in Love and Fal-
staff.

‘Sir John in Love’, a 
Ralph Vaughn Williams 
production, will be pre-
sented on Saturday, Jan-
uary 14 at 7:30 p.m. and 
Sunday, January 15 at 
2:30 p.m. at the Lovinger 
Theatre at Lehman Col-
lege.

Giuseppe Verdi’s ‘Fal-
staff’ will be showcased 
on Saturday, April 29 at 
7:30 p.m. and Sunday, 
April 30 at 3:00 p.m., also 
at the Lovinger Theatre.

The Bronx Opera will 
also host two perfor-

mances of each produc-
tion in the Kaye Play-
house at Hunter College 
in Manhattan. Cast and 
staff has not yet been an-
nounced.

Last month, the Bronx 
Opera officially launched 
the ‘Falstaff Fiftieth’ Sea-
son with an event which 
included performances of 
past and present perform-
ers, along with a look back 
at the last half century.

“This is not just an 
art - it’s an art of togeth-
erness, where each indi-
vidual plays their role to 
complete a final product 
that we can be proud of,” 
said Michael Spierman, 
one of the original found-
ers of the Bronx Opera, 
who currently serves as 
the company’s artistic di-
rector and principal con-
ductor. “Lehman College 
has provided us with a 
very warm and intimate 
setting for many decades, 
and we encourage people, 

whether new or experi-
enced opera lovers, to 
come to one of our perfor-

mances to experience the 
true nature of this atmo-
sphere.”

This is a great bor-
ough - a borough that ap-
preciates all forms and 
expressions of art,” said 
Michael’s son Ben, the 
Bronx Opera’s managing 
director, who has been 
with the company for al-
most 25 years. “We are 
happy to make our home 
here - and my time with 
the company has been 
both exciting and mean-
ingful.”

The company was 
formed in 1967 originally 
known as the Heights Op-
era and was based at the 
NYU Bronx campus (now 
known as Bronx Com-
munity College) before 
the company changed it’s 
name to the Bronx Opera 
the following year.

After performing at 
various locations, the 
Bronx Opera has called 
the Lovinger Theatre its 
Bronx home since 1980.

Over the years, the 
Bronx Opera has held per-

formances in the Kings-
bridge Heights Commu-
nity Center, the Riverdale 
Y and the Met, to name a 
few venues. 

They’ve also partnered 
with schools, senior cen-
ters and other organiza-
tions to introduce and 
teach students more about 
the art form. All produc-
tions are performed in 
English.

Manny Madelman, the 
company’s treasurer, has 
also been with the com-
pany since its inception 
in 1967, along with Spier-
man.

Concerts and produc-
tions are presented to 
many areas of New York, 
including Long Island, 
Westchester, Sullivan and 
Ulster counties.

To purchase tickets for 
‘Sir John in Love’ or ‘Fal-
staff, visit www.bronx-
opera.org/buy-tickets/. 
Tickets will be available 
for purchase soon.

Bronx Opera celebrates 50th anniversary season

(l-r) Helena Brown, Hannah Spierman, Erin Schwab and David Mor-
row during last year’s production of Regina. 
 Photo courtesy of the Bronx Opera
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The Bronx Chamber of Commerce held its annual Holiday Party and Toy Drive on Wednesday, December 14 at Villa Barone Manor.  Certifi cates were presented 
to new members.  The event featured music by the Just Nuts Party Band and chamber chairman Joe Kelleher, who  grabbed a guitar and performed a couple 
of popular songs. (pictured) he chamber board of directors gathers to celebrate the holiday. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

Sashee Rivera, Bronx Chamber administrative assistant and 
membership coordinator (l) and Jason Escobar of Jason Home 
Inspection donates to the toy drive. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(l-r) Joe Kelleher, Assemblyman Mark Gjonaj and Nunzio Del 
Greco. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(l-r) Nunzio Del Greco; Gianna Dell’Oliochamber administra-
tive assistant and membership coordinator and Phil Car-
done, grants and events director for the chamber. Photo by Silvio 

Joe Kelleher, Bronx Chamber chairman (r) and Nunzio Del 
Greco, president (l), with new members Superior Metals & 
Woodwork Inc., Smalldone and Rivera. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

New Bronx Chamber members Dwayne Purville 
(l) and Robert Gretczko (c) of CERO Communica-
tions with Chamber CEO Nunzio del Greco. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

Bronx Chamber Chairman Joe Kelleher, Bronx 
Chamber president & CEO (r) and Nunzio Del 
Greco (l) with new member Valerie Smaldone of 
Valerie Smaldone Media Worldwide, LLC. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co
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FREE CLASSES
English Classes, TASC (GED) Classes, Citizenship Classes,

& Computer Classes
All Ages 18 and up are Welcome

Register with us at 2125 Glebe Ave Bronx New York 10462

Registration Dates For ESL, Citizenship and Computer Classes:
January 5th from 2-6pm 

January 6th from 10am-2pm

Registration Date for TASC (GED):  
January 3rd at 10am SHARP

For more information, please call:
Selenie Villar, Program Coordinator, 718-829-1564 EXT 2  
Danielle Rucker, Program Counselor, 718-829-1564 EXT 3

Bronx YMCA
New Americans Welcome Center,

Literacy Zone and Young Immigrants Program
www.ymcanewamericans.org 

www.facebook.com/BronxNAWC   
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BY ROBERT CHRISTIE
There are 20 New York City 

children who will be ready 
for school after the holiday 
break thanks to 10-year old 
Bronx resident Elizabeth Ro-
driguez.

Elizabeth, and her mother 
Elbia Cabral, worked with 
Catholic Charities to provide 
$600 worth of school supplies 
to children who have recently 
escaped from other countries 
to the U.S. for safety, but are 
now living in poverty.

The idea came from a Cath-
olic Charities program called 
Service in Schools. 

“In September, news of the 
program was sent to all our 
volunteers, and Elizabeth’s 
mom, Elbia, responded with 
interest,” said Margaret Mar-
tin, director of the Catholic 
Charities Immigration Pro-
gram. 

“I told Elizabeth about it 
and as soon as I informed her 
she was like, ‘Yes! I want to 
do this,” said Cabral. “I re-
member her sending back the 
email the very same day re-
questing more information.”

From the beginning of the 

fundraising process both 
Cabral and Martin marveled 
at her work ethic.

“I sold lemonade, cookies, 
donuts, and things like that 
to raise money,” said Eliza-
beth, a student at Holy Ro-
sary School.

Cabral said after they re-
ceived the volunteer informa-
tion she thought she and her 
husband Misael Rodriguez 
were going to have to finan-
cially support Elizabeth’s 
fundraiser.

Cabral expected her to 
raise about $200 dollars and 
Martin shared Cabral’s senti-
ment.

“When I first heard she 
started the project I thought 
she has a life and she’s in 
school with her friends so 
maybe we’ll get a backpack or 
two,” said Martin.

Elizabeth shattered all ex-
pectations.

“It was like her job to advo-
cate and do sales everyday,” 
said Cabral. “She was really 
proactive about it.

She began raising money 
in September and by the end 
of the month she had already 

amassed $286. 
By the end of October she 

reached her goal - $600.
She was able to buy 20 

backpacks, passing the “five 
to seven” Cabral thought she 
would achieve.

Cabral said Elizabeth 

chose which bags she wanted 
and made sure they were bags 
she and her friends would use 
themselves.

In addition, she filled each 
bag with school supplies such 
as pens, paper and folders.

“I like helping people,” said 
Elizabeth. “I love it.”

Martin said the work Eliz-
abeth did was inspiring.

“Elizabeth is so generous 
and thoughtful, and also en-
terprising,” she said. “Many 
of us would like to help but 
don’t know how to put that 
into action she did! 

“Elizabeth is an inspira-
tion to all New Yorkers and 
exemplifies that we are a city 
that thrives on and welcomes 
immigrants and diversity,” 
she added.

Cabral and Elizabeth 
dropped off the supply-filled 
backpacks in November.

Martin said they have 
since given out nearly all the 
backpacks to children rang-
ing from ages four to 16.

“This is such a huge thing 
for children coming here from 
poor, violent countries to be 
our neighbors,” said Martin.

Student raises money for recent immigrants

10-year old Elizabeth Rodriguez stands with markers she’s going to put into one 
of the 20 backpacks she bought to give to impoverished immigrants students. 
Elizabeth worked for two months, raising $600 to buy the 20 backpacks. Photo 
Courtesy of DKC Public Relations

BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
Two local little leagues re-

ceived training and equipment 
recently that may save a life. 

As part of an ongoing initia-
tive, the Staten Island Heart 
Society provided defibrillators 
for both the Throgs Neck Little 
League and the Pelham Bay 
Little League for use at their 
facilities.

They also provided train-
ing for league coaches on how 
to use their new equipment at 
the TNLL field on Tuesday, De-
cember 6, league officials said. 

The New York City Council 
Beating Hearts Initiative pro-
vided the training and equip-
ment, said Councilman James 
Vacca, who added that a similar 
training had been provided sev-
eral months ago at the Morris 
Park Community Association. 

The councilman said that as 
part of the council’s budget ne-
gotiation team, he successfully 
advocated for funding for defi-
brillators in the city budget. 

“This was a long overdue ex-
penditure,” said Vacca, adding 
“We provided funding for defi-

brillators to go to non-profits in 
the district; they save lives.”

This is the first year that de-
fibrillators in the district have 
been distributed, said the coun-
cilman, adding he is trying to 
serve as many non-profits as he 
can with this year’s budget. 

The machines, which deliver 
an electric current when people 
are having heart attacks, are 
useful for both young people 
and older adults, said the coun-

cilman. 
In the case of senior citizens 

defibrillators are useful be-
cause many older people may 
have age-related illnesses and 
may be at community functions 
where a defibrillator would 
save their life, he said.

Even for young people who 
are playing sports they could 
be helpful, indicated the coun-
cilman. 

Frank Eisele, TNLL presi-

dent, said that he believes the 
defibrillator and the training 
would mainly serve people who 
come to the field to watch their 
children or grandchildren play 
ball. 

“It is a very positive thing 
what the city council did,” said 
Eisele of the training and de-
fibrillator giveaway. “If some-
thing does occur, the people at 
the league will be trained to 
react.” 

The little league president 
added that the training pro-
vided by Staten Island Heart 
Society was very thorough, 
and included  demonstations 
on full-size and baby-size dum-
mies. 

The league will keep its de-
fibrillator at its field and look 
to obtain another for its travel 
team, said Eisele, who con-
firmed that members of the 
PBLL also received training 
on December 6. 

One of the TNLL coaches 
who paticipated in the train-
ing session, John Marano, said 
that for him the training was a 
refresher course because of his 
work at the FDNY. 

Roughly ten officials from 
both leagues attended the train-
ing, said Marano, who added 
that having so many people on 
the field who know how to use 
the technology could really 
save someone’s life. 

This year, the Beating 
Hearts Initiative also provided 
funding to the Throggs Neck 
Girls Softball League for a de-
fibrillator, said a Vacca spokes-
man. 

Defi brillator training offered to little leagues

Councilman Vacca (c) stands with league offi cals during the training session. Photo courtesy of Councilman James Vacca
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The Bronx Democratic County Committee had a merry time celebrating the holidays at its annual Christmas Party on Tuesday, December 13 at the Chippewa Demo-
cratic Club. The partygoers enjoyed delicious food and holiday-themed festivities while wishing each other a joyful holiday season.
ThThThThThThThThThThhhTThThTThThThThThheee ee eeeeeeeee e BBrBBBBrBrBrBBrBBrBBrBB onononoononononnonnonno xx x xxx xx DeDeDeDeeDeDeDeDeeeemommomomomomoomomomomm crcrcrcrcrcrcrcratatatatatttataticicicciciccicc CCCC C C C CCCouououououououuouo ntnntntntntnttntntntntntyy y y yyyy yy yy y CoCoCoCoCoCoooCoCoCCCCoooommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmiitititititittittitittttttetetteeeeteeteettettteteeeeteeeeeeeeeeee ee eeeeee hahahahahahahahaahahahahahhahhadddd ddddddddd dd a a aa aaaaaaaaa memememememeemememeemeemem rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr y y yyy yyyyyy tittiititititititititittimememememememememmme cc cccceeelelee ebebebebbebrarararaaararaaar tttittititittitingngngnggngngnggngngngnn  tt ttttt tttthhehehehehehehehehhehehehhhee h h hhhh hhhhhhhhololllololooololoooloollo ididididddidididdiddididididayayayayayyayayayayayayayyaya ssssssssssssss sss ss atataaaatattatattatataataaatttta  iii i iiiiiitststsstststsststsstsssssssttt   aaaaaaa aaaaaaaaannnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnuauauauauauauauauauauuualllllll l ChChChChChCChChChCCChririririirirririiiiristststttstttsttsssts mammamammaamaamamas ss ss PaPPPaPaPaPPaPPPaaaaaaa trrtrtrtrtrtrtrrrtrttyy yyy y y onononononnonononononononononno T T TT TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTueueuueueuueueueueueueeeeuueueueueuueueessdsdsdsdsdsdsdsdsddsdsdsdsddsdssdds ayayayaaayayyyayayayayayyyyaaayayyayyyy, ,,,,,, DeDeDeDeDeDeDeDeDeDeDDeDeDeDeDeDeeDeDeeeeDeeeeD ccecececececeecececcecceceeceembmbmbmmbmbbmbmbmbbmbmbmbmbbmbmmmbbbmbmbmmbmmmbmbmbmmmbereererererrererereerereererereere  111111111 11 11113333 3 3 333 3 33 3 aatatattatatatataatatatt t ttttttttttttttthhehehehehehehehehhhe CC CCCCCCCChihiihihihih ppppppppppppewewwewewwe aaaaa DeDeDeDeDeDeDeDemooomomommomooomoo---

(l-r) Congressman Jose Serrano; Councilman King; Borough President Ruben Diaz, 
Jr.; Councilwoman Vanessa Gibson; Assemblywoman Latoya Joyner; Bronx Demo-
cratic County Committee leader Assemblyman Marcos Crespo; Assembly Speaker 
Carl Heastie; Senator-elect Jamaal Bailey; Senator Jose Serrano and Assemblyman 
Jeffrey Dinowitz. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(l-r) 82nd Assembly District Female Leader Shirley Saunders; Councilman Andy 
King; Sabriena Campbell, Council legal intern and Adam Bermudez, Council aide. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(l-r) Senator Serrano; Councilwoman Gibson; Assemblywoman Joyner; Senator-elect 
Bailey and Thomas Messina, representing Congressman Joseph Crowley, celebrated 
the holiday season together. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(l-r) Councilman Rafael Sala-
manca, Senator Serrano and 
Assemblyman Mark Gjonaj en-
joyed the holiday festivities.
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

(below) Senator Jeff Klein (l) 
and Assemblyman Victor Pich-
ardo wished each other a happy 
and healthy oliday season. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

{left) (l-r) Wanda Goodin, Virnalisy 
Crespo, Councilwoman Gibson and 
Assemblywoman Joyner commem-
orated the winter season in festive 
style! Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

Assembly members Di-
nowitz (l) and Joyner 
had fun spreading holi-
day cheer to everyone 
in attendance. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co



BY ARTHUR CUSANO
‘Twas the week before Christmas, and all 

through Pelham Parkway children lined up 
along Lydig Avenue to meet ole’ St. Nick and 
maybe get an early Christmas present. 

The Pelham Parkway Neighborhood As-
sociation held its annual toy giveaway at the 
Pelham Parkway Vision Center on Tuesday, 
December 20, and as usual the event was 
well-attended by enthusiastic neighborhood 
youngsters. 

After the association cancelled the event 
last year due to personal issues, new presi-
dent Andrea Siegel said the association was 
holding the event for the third time, again 
with the help of toy donations from the com-
munity. 

The vision center had agreed to help host 
the event several years ago when it was a hit 
with local kids, she added. 

While the association put up flyers 
around the neighborhood to advertise the 
event, many of the 50 or so children in line 
happened to simply stumble across it while 
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Pel. Parkway Neighborhood 
Association rewards kids

I’ve been involved in this 
community for 40 years, 
so I’m always involved 
in something. I loved it, 
expecially when you see 
the kids, especially the 

little ones, when they get 
excited - I walked over 

here and I saw kids on line 
and they were just beside 

themselves.
Joe McManus

walking home from school with their par-
ents. 

Toys received ranged from the classic Mo-
nopoly board to a Batman glider. 

An unsolicited donation by the man wear-
ing the red suit and beard and other commu-
nity members was matched by the associa-
tion, Siegel said. 

“Whatever they put in, we matched” Sie-
gel said. 

“That was $600 that was spent on toys 
today,” added former association president 
Edith Blitzer, who also helped run Tuesday’s 
event. 

When presents ran out, children were of-
fered candy canes and continued to take ad-
vantage of an opportunity to take a picture 
with Santa. 

This year the man in the red suit was Joe 
McManus, the 80th Assembly District State 
Committeeman. 

McManus donated hundreds of dollars 
worth of toys to the effort, Siegel said, and 
then agreed to put on a suit and beard for 
the children when no one else was avail-
able. 

“I’ve been involved in this community for 
40 years, so I’m always involved with some-
thing,” McManus said between handing gifts 
out to waves of children. 

McManus said he enjoyed the experience. 
“I loved it, especially when you see the kids, 
especially the little ones, when they get ex-
cited - I walked over here and I saw kids on 
line and they were just beside themselves,” 
he said.

Events like the toy giveaway bring people 
together, and strengthen local communities, 
he added. 

“It shows people that you don’t have to go 
to a big giant mall,” McManus said. “And that 
they should shop locally, too.” 

Director of optometry Dr. Oleg Lisitsyn 
said the toy giveaway was just a little way the 
store could give back to the community. 

“We are a local store and everybody knows 
us, so it’s the least we can do,” the doctor said. 
“It’s a pleasure to see children we see nor-
mally all year for exams just come and enjoy 
themselves,”  

(l-r) Students Moussa Diakite, Ardi Kastrati and Zachary Llanot; Branadon Muccino, P.S. 83 principal; 
teacher Laura Weihe; police offi cers Ann Echevarria and Thelma Tineo;  Joe Thompson, 49th Precinct 
Community Council president; 49th Precinct Community Affi ars police offi cer David Lepore, teacher 
Connie Calbrase and student Aylani Perez. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co

BY PATRICK ROCCHIO
Not even a stomach fl u that forced some 

students to stay home could stop the collec-
tion of food for the needy at several schools 
in Morris Park and Pelham Parkway this 
holiday season.   

Students at six schools and two youth 
programs in Morris Park and Pelham Park-
way school collected an estimated 14,000 
pounds of food for the annual 49th Precinct 
Holiday Food Drive during the three weeks 
after Thanksgiving, said Joe Thompson, 
49th Precinct Community Council presi-
dent and drive coordinator. 

That food was collected by the precinct 
from the schools on Wednesday, December 
21 for two local pantries.

The precinct personnel chipped in an 
additional estimated 1,000 pounds of non-
perishable food, said Thompson. 

An NYPD van delivered the collected 
items to the Bronx Jewish Community 
Council pantry at 2141 Holland Avenue and 
to a pantry at St. Lucy’s Church in Allerton, 
said Thompson. 

Schools participating in the collection 
included P.S. 83, P.S. 105, P.S. 108, Van Nest 
Academy and P.S. 481. 

Cub Scout Pack 162 and the 49th Pre-
cinct Explorers also collected food and stu-
dents from P.S. 89 helped unload delivered 
food at BJCC. 

The drive coordinator said that as has 
been the case in previous years, students 
at P.S. 83 collected the largest portion of the 
donations, despite an outbreak of norovirus 
at the shool which led to a large number of 
student absences in recent weeks. 

Thompson said that in light of all the 
school community has gone through, the 
amount of food collected took on even more 
meaning and was in the holiday spirit of 
giving. 

“The school has been decimated by 
this virus and for the school to still come 
up with this kind of food collection shows 
dedication on the part of the students and 
their parents,” said Thompson, adding 
the school’s students and parents fought 
through it and still did a good job. 

P.S. 83 principal Brandon Muccino said 
that collection boxes were placed in every 
classroom, and that the class in the main 
school and its annex that collected the most 
food was treated to a pizza party. 

49th Pct. Food Drive a Success

They turn the collection into a contest 
each year, he said 

The student’s effort in this year’s col-
lection proved that despite obstacles, they 
were able to accomplish the goals set, said 
the principal. 

“I think that all the students still real-
ize, even through their illnesses, how for-
tunate we are as a community,” said Muc-
cino. “The fact that we still brought in just 
as much food as in any other year we have 
been doing this is a testament to overcom-
ing obstacles and focusing on what we 
should be doing for everybody else.” 

A parent who volunteered with 28 eighth 
graders from P.S. 89 to deliver the food to 
BJCC, Patricia Flores, said that she hoped 
the effort taught her daughter, Ashley Me-
dina, and all of the students why it is impor-
tant to help those less fortunate. 

From the perspective of the precinct’s 
personnel, David Lepore, 49th Precinct 
Community Affairs police offi cer, said that 
he believes the drive bolsters an already 
strong relationship between police and 
community in the precinct.

“It shows...the community that we are 
here to help and give back in any way we 
can,” said Lepore, adding that by having 
youth and schools involved, the public gets 
to see ‘a different face’ of the police.  

Aversen Sous, and his fellow students, helped 
load the food into the van at P.S. 83. 
 Photo by Silvio Pacifi co
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(above left) The Yuletide Carolers (l-r) Tim 
Kroll, Katie Zaffrann, Laura Green and Kanan 
Vasudevan performed. Photo by Laura Stone

(above) Giana Gonzalez (c) is excited to meet 
Santa and his elves. Photo by Laura Stone

(above) Arraya Colon, who is one-year-
old, receives a gift from Santa Claus. 
 Photo by Laura Stone

Volunteer Evette Francis meets Rudolph and another reindeer. 
 Photo by Laura Stone

(l-r) Alison Valdinia, Franklin Feliz, Marcus Mendoza and Nazareth Serrano from Schuyler-
ville Prep and Renaissance campuses at Lehman High School volunteered at the event. 
 Photo by Laura Stone

(l-r) John Marano; Sonny Vataj; Assemblyman Gjonaj; John Bonizio, chairman of the 
Westchester Square BID; Thomas Messina representing Congressman Joe Crowley;  Assem-
blyman Michael Benedetto with Santa, Rudolph and elves Sasha and Krystal Ortiz. 
 Photo by Laura Stone

The Westchester Square Business Improvement District held its Christmas tree lighting and Holiday Celebration for the public at Owen Dolen Park on Friday, December 16.  The 
celebration featured a tree lighting and caroling.  Children at the event took pictures with Santa Claus and his reindeer, and children up to 12-year-old took home a gift. ( right) 
May LaValle (l) and Brianna Maravilla had fun meeting Santa Claus. Photo by Aracelis Batista

Westchester Square BIDWestchester Square BID

Holiday CelebrationHoliday Celebration
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ALLERTON INTERNATIONAL MERCHANTS 
ASSOCIATION’S ‘SANTA AT THE SANZ’

The Allerton International Merchants Association’s ‘Santa at The Sanz’ was held on Satur-
day, December 17. Santa Claus met with local children at the catering facility to celebrate 
the holiday season and promote local businesses. The event featured free pictures with 
Santa and candy for children. 

(Above) Santa joins (l-r) Derianna Francisco, Mohamed Salam, Abdulla Samal and Sa-
mal Salam. Photo by Walter Pofeldt

FORMER KNICKS LARRY JOHNSON 
VISITS MONTE’S CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL

Former Knicks players Larry Johnson and former St. John’s standout and Miami Heat player 
and Anthony Mason Jr. visited The Children’s Hospital at Montefi ore on Wednesday, Decem-
ber 14. They played games like UNO with the kids, and also brought books, toys and encour-
agement to kids’ bedsides. The visit was sponsored by the Family on Three Foundation, a 
non-profi t created in honor of Mason Jr.’s late father, former Knicks All-Star player Anthony 
Mason. The organization provides inner-city kids with positive role models and opportuni-
ties to volunteer in the community.

(Above) The players visit with a patient. Photo courtesy of Montefi ore

MORRIS PARK CHRISTMAS TREE LIGHTING

Moe’s Southwest Grill, a restaurant chain noted for selling burritos, opened at the Mall at 
Bay Plaza on Thursday, December 15. The new eatery is in the third fl oor food court at the 
mall, which is located at 200 Baychester Avenue. According to the company, the store will 
feature chicken and steak, organic tofu and ‘handcrafted guacamole.’ 

(Above) The team at Moe’s Southwest Gril, including (l-r, front) Anthony Waldon, Chaouki 
Bouzayene, Matt Mckeinney and Arron Brueske, are ready to serve you. 
 Photo by Aracelis Batista

MOE’S SOUTHWEST GRILL GRAND
OPENING AT THE MALL AT BAY PLAZA

Senator Jeff Klein and Assemblymen Mark Gjonaj  and Michael Benedetto held a Christmas 
Tree Lighting in Morris Park that followed tree lighting at Peace Memorial Plaza earlier on 
Thursday, December 15. The tree was lit at Loreto Park to celebrate the holiday season. The 
event featured children from P.S. 83 who sang holiday songs. 

(Above, l-r) Joe McManus, Assemblyman Michael Benedetto, Assemblyman Mark Gjonaj, 
Santa Claus, Senator Jeff Klein, and Captain Thomas Alps of the 49th Precinct. 

Children from P.S. 83 sing holiday songs. Photos by Silvio J. Pacifi co
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BY STEVEN GOODSTEIN
Elected offi cials and local or-

ganizations came together to pre-
serve an annual holiday tradition.

On Tuesday, December 20, Sen-
ator Ruben Diaz, along with the 
chairman of the NYS Republican 
Party Edward Cox, Councilman 
Rafael Salamanca, Assembly-
man Luis Sepulveda and The New 
York Hispanic Clergy Association 
hosted the fourth annual ‘Toys 
Giveaway in the Bronx’ at I.S. 217 
Rafael Hernandez School.

The toy giveaway, which was 
held in I.S. 217’s auditorium and is 
the biggest annual toy drive held 
in the Bronx, distributed a free 
toy to the fi rst 1,000 children in 
attendance, ages 1 through 9. The 
event was sponsored by Cox and 
the state Repubicans.

The event began with a prayer, 
followed by a recitation of the 
Pledge of Allegiance, a perfor-
mance of the National Anthem 
and a dance performance by the 
Christian Community Neigh-
borhood Church. After the per-
formance, it was time for Santa 
Clause to make his appearance 
and begin delivering free toys to 
the children.

“We are celebrating the birth of 

Local offi cials host annual large toy giveaway
Jesus Christ by giving back to the 
children of this community - who 
may not always have access to the 
gifts they want during this time 
of year,” said Senator Diaz, who 
has hosted various toy giveaways 
during the holidays for the past 15 
years. “This is a great example of 
Democrats and Republicans com-
ing together - but this is not about 
politics, it’s about something far 
more important - it’s about being 
there for the community and see-
ing these children smile when 
they receive their presents.”

Diaz will be hosting another 
gift event at noon on Christmas 
Eve on Southern Boulevard and 
Aldus Street, which will benefi t 
residents of Santo Domingo, the 
capital and largest city of the Do-
minican Republic.

“This event is not just for chil-
dren and families who celebrate 
Christmas - this is also for those 
who celebrate Hanukkah, Kwanzaa 
and Three Kings’ Day,” Diaz said. 
“But overall, this event is to give to 
others and spread happiness to chil-
dren and families in the Bronx.”

I could feel the energy and ex-
citement of these children once 
I entered the ,” said Salamanca, 
who has assisted Diaz and the 

NYSRP with the toy giveaway for 
the last four years as the district 
manager of Community Board 2. 
“Senator Diaz and the (NYSRP) 
have always done a great job put-
ting this event together - and it 
wouldn’t have happened if all 
of the participators were not in-
volved.”

“It’s so worth putting on this 
event - especially when you see 
the smiles on these children’s 
faces ,” said Cox, who sponsored 
the toy giveaway for the fourth 
consecutive year. “Senator Diaz 
made this happen - Santa Clause 
may be here for these children on 
Christmas, but Diaz is here for 

these children for the other 364 
days of the year.”

It’s great to see so much happi-
ness in one room,” said Assembly-
man Victor Picardo, who was also 
in attendance. “This is a time for 
giving and being thankful - and 
the fact that this is all happening 
in one place is very special.”

(l-r) Michael Rendino; commissioner of the NYC Board of Elections, Cox, Diaz, Josue Melendez; Santa Clause and Salamanca 
holding his child, Aidan at the toy giveaway. Community News Group / Steven Goodstein

BY STEVEN GOODSTEIN
An annual Christmas tradi-

tion is being continued by a busi-
ness in Morris Park.

The Italian Christmas cus-
tom of the Feast of the Seven 
Fishes is still strongly supported 
by  local meat and fi sh wholesale 
warehouse and market Giorda-
no’s Big G, located at 1554 Pauld-
ing Avenue.  The business has 
specialized in this celebration 
for the past 25 years.

Giordano’s Big G, who has 
been a major food distributor in 
the east Bronx for the last four 
decades is currently selling vari-
ous kinds of seafood for the holi-
day season, such as lobster tails, 
calamari, shrimp, king crab legs, 
octopus, fi let of sole and tilapia.

Many of the lobster tails, in-
cluding baby, one-ounce lobster 
tails which are priced at $2.each, 
are imported from Brazil. Other 
seafood is imported from India, 
Vietnam and Canada.

The market/warehouse also 
sells baccala, a salted cod which 
is very popular among Italians, 
especially during this feast.

Giordano’s Big G, which also 
sells beef, ham, lamb, pork, poul-
try ribs and veal, is a full service 

Big G continues ‘Feast of 7 Fishes’ tradition

warehouse that has a butcher on 
the premises seven days a week 
and provides express delivery to 
all local businesses. They also 
sell frozen and fresh vegetables, 
bread, milk and cheese, as well 
as produce, along with many sta-
ple items that can be found in su-

permarkets. They are one of the 
largest Sabrett Hot Dog distribu-
tors in the borough.

This year, Giordano’s Big G is 
offering a free shop at home ser-
vice, where customers can call in 
their grocery orders and have it 
delivered directly to their door, 

with a minimum order of $50. 
Giordano’s Big G will delivery to 
all addresses in Morris Park and 
Throggs Neck and most neigh-
borhoods in the south Bronx.

The business is also offering 
a ‘buy one, get one free’ for many 
items during the holiday season.

“It’s important to not only 
acknowledge this part of the 
Christmas tradition - but to also 
be able to provide the seafood for 
our customers so they can cel-
ebrate this tradition properly,” 
said Carl Giordano, owner of 
Giordano’s Big G. “At this loca-
tion, our customers know they 
will be able to purchase quality 
seafood in a timely fashion at a 
great price, especially during 
this time of year.”

“This year, customers don’t 
even have to leave their homes to 
make a purchase - and that can 
be essential during the holidays, 
when time can be limited,” Gior-
dano added.

Prior to starting his own 
business in 1973 at age 18, Gior-
dano gained experience as a 
teenager working as an assistant 
manager at Met Food supermar-
kets, which were located at 204th 
Street and Mosholu Parkway 

and Williamsbridge Road and 
Pelham Parkway.

Giordano originally started 
his wholesale business out of a 
van, and then a truck, delivering 
meat to restaurants and hotels 
in the Bronx and Westchester 
County. He previously managed 
stores in both Mount Vernon 
and Peekskill, before primar-
ily focusing his business in the 
Bronx.

The business was located 
on East Tremont Avenue in the 
early 1980s, before moving to its 
current location on Paulding Av-
enue in the mid-1990s.

Giordano Big G’s is open 
from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. on Mondays 
through Saturdays and from 9 
a.m. to 5 p.m. on Sundays.

The Feast of the Seven Fishes, 
a southern Italian tradition, in-
cludes the serving of at last 
seven different kinds of seafood 
at Christmas Eve dinner. It is a 
common belief that having fi sh 
on Christmas Eve stems from 
the Catholic practice of abstain-
ing from meat. 

The number of fi shes (seven) 
is believed to refer to the seven 
sacraments of the Catholic 
church.

Giordano holds up king crab legs and lobster tails, two of the many choices that 
can be used for the Feast of the Seven Fishes.                    
                      Community News Group / Steven Goodstein





He re-submitted the 
plan in October, this time 
with letters of support from 
Councilman Ritchie Torres 
and Assemblyman Mark 
Gjonaj. 

However the response 
from GreenThumb, the city 
organization that handles 
green projects, was still 
‘no’. 

“They claim the lot is ad-
jacent to the MTA number 
5 line, which it is, but that 
fact has neither stopped Bis-
sel Garden nor La Finca Del 
Sur (a south Bronx farm co-
op) from creating their com-
munity gardens,” Vitacco 
said.

Vitacco and other sup-
porters were scheduled to 
meet with GreenThumb 
again Thursday, December 
22, which gave him hope 
that this time the decision 
may be different.

“GreenThumb is going 
to literally measure the lot 

to see if it is acceptable for a 
garden,” he said.

Vitacco said the DCAS 
had no problem with having 
the lot converted to a gar-
den, but that the NYC Parks 
and Recreation Department 
may be less that enthusias-
tic about the idea. 

“Parks’ concern is 
[whether] it’s big enough 
and is there enough land 
to use and is it safe consid-
ering it abuts the concrete 
bunker for the number 5 
train,” he said.

He argued the amount of 
graffiti found on the train 
overpass shows the site is 
not being managed properly 
and is an eyesore for the  
community and was ripe for 
revitalization.

“However small it is, 
from my perspective the 
garden plan is better than 
what it is right now, which 
is an empty patch of land,” 
he said.

Torres and Gjonaj con-

tinue to support the proj-
ect, and letters from the two 
community leaders were re-
submitted with the newest 
request. 

Torres argued in his let-
ter that the proposal had 
substantial support from CB 
11 and heavily engaged civic 
associations and not-for-
profits in the community. 

“In addition,” Torres 
stated, “according to your 
own records, GreenThumb 
does not currently operate 
any gardens in CB 11 and so 
the creation of a community 
garden would be a welcome 
addition to the area.”

The Bronx Times reached  
out to Green-Thumb Bronx 
Outreach coordinator Ari-
ana Arancibia for comment 
but she  directed the call to 
Parks and Recreation.  

A specialized division 
of the Parks Department 
known as Parklands han-
dles requests to create new 
city green spaces. 

1
5

      B
R

O
N

X
 W

E
E

K
L

Y
 D

e
c

e
m

b
e

r
 2

5
, 2

0
1

6
 

w
w

w
.B

X
T

im
e

s
.c

o
m

from Page 1

A neglected lot on Amethyst Street may become a community garden if a proposal by a local activist 
is approved by the city. Arthur Cusano

Residents suggest Van Nest community garden

BY ARTHUR CUSANO
Sergeant Gonzalo Duran spent 

eight years of his life in a uniform 
as a U.S. Marine, but he spent the 
evening of Monday, December 5 
dressed as Santa Claus.

In front of a small crowd of 
young children and their parents 
at Confetti Kids on Westchester 
Avenue, Duran discussed a very 
serious topic: veteran suicides.

After watching a 60 Minutes 
piece about Clay Hunt, a Navy 
Seal who committed suicide after 
serving in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
Duran told the younsters that sol-
diers like Hunt often have scars 
that can’t be seen.

“His feelings were bad, think-
ing about what happened, and 
when he took his life, it was very 
sad to everyone because they 
wanted to help him,” he told them.

Duran said he wanted the chil-
dren to know veterans can be old 
or young, and can have more vis-
ible injuries than Hunt did, such as 
missing limbs. 

The December 5 program, 22 
Hugs A Day, is aimed at helping 
veterans to open up and let their 
defenses down.  

He gave each child a toy collected 
during a holiday toy drive and asked 
for just a hug in return. 

The organization’s name is a ref-
erence to the 22 suicides a day com-
mitted by U.S. military veterans. 

The program was co-sponsored 
by the Bronx Veterans Chamber of 
Commerce.

“The point is for tough guys like 
me to relax and bring our defenses 
down, because all we know is how 
to do things quick and in a hurry 

without hesitation, and it’s hard to 
get out of that mentality later on in 
life.”

Duran said he had to leave the 
military due to a lung condition 
caused by the burn pits use by sol-
diers in Iraq. 

He said transitioning back to ci-
vilian life was rough, but that his 
struggles help lay the foundation 

for Devil Dog USA.
Duran has a long history of 

hosting youth programs though 
the Devil Dog organization, in-
cluding tennis, scuba and golf pro-
grams. 

He also was recently awarded 
a Father of the Year award by the 
Bronx Fatherhood Coalition, and 
is now working to add educational 

programs like the 22 Hugs event to 
his schedule. 

While millions were being 
spent on programs to help veter-
ans, Duran said veteran suicide 
rates are not dropping.

“Instead of silly things like the 
mannequin challenge going viral, 
this issue should be going viral,” 
he said.

Duran was joined by other vet-
erans friends at the event, includ-
ing U.S. Army 1st Sergeant First 
Class John Perez. 

Perez, 49, said he was working 
to put together a hotline for veter-
ans experiencing psychological is-
sues.

“There has always been a spike 
of suicides among veterans dur-
ing the holidays, it is a trigger for 
something that happened previ-
ously,” Perez said.

Perez said there are many fac-
tors as to why suicide rates per-
sist, such as the way veterans are 
treated by the Veterans Adminis-
tration.

“We know, statistically, that 
the suicide rate has increased 
since new medications have been 
given out so there is a connection 
- it’s something you don’t hear in 
the media but guys on the inside 
know,” he said.

Bronx Veteran to help fellow vets with hugs 

(l-r) Ashley Bermudez, Josephine Luna, Princeton Dowe, Kathlein Canzoniero, Debbie Powers, Sgt. Gonzalo Duran, Lourdes 
Gamez and Elizabeth Munoz spread holiday cheer this year. Photo by Silvio Pacifi co
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TOP DRIVER DISTRACTIONS
ADVERTORIAL

Using mobile phones
Leading the list of the 

top distractions behind the 
wheel are mobile phones. 
Phones now do more than 
just place calls, and driv-
ers often cannot pull away 
from their phones, even 
when driving. According to 
the California Department 
of Motor Vehicles, studies 
have shown that driving 
performance is lowered 
and the level of distraction 
is higher for drivers who 
are heavily engaged in cell 

phone conversations. The 
use of a hands-free device 
does not lower distraction 
levels. The percentage of 
vehicle crashes and near-
crashes attributed to di-
aling is nearly identical 
to the number associated 
with talking or listening. 

Daydreaming
Many people will admit 

to daydreaming behind 
the wheel or looking at a 
person or object outside of 
the car  for too long. Per-

haps they’re checking out 
a house in a new neighbor-
hood or thought they saw 
someone they knew on the 
street corner. It can be easy 
to veer into the direction 
your eyes are focused, caus-
ing an accident. In addition 
to trying to stay focused on 
the road, some drivers pre-
fer the help of lane depar-
ture warning systems.

Eating
Those who haven’t quite 

mastered walking and 

chewing gum at the same 
time may want to avoid 
eating while driving. The 
majority of foods require a 
person’s hands to be taken 
off of the wheel and their 
eyes to be diverted from the 
road. Reaching in the back 
seat to share some French 
fries with the kids is also 
distracting. 

Try to eat meals before 
getting in the car. For 
those who must snack 
while en route, take a 
moment to pull over at 

a rest area and spend 10
minutes snacking there 
before resuming the
trip.

Reading
Glancing at an adver-

tisement, updating a Fa-
cebook status or reading
a book are all activities 
that should be avoided 
when driving. Even pour-
ing over a traffic map or 
consulting the digital 
display of a GPS system 
can be distracting.


