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Medal of Honor Recipient Addresses Students
By RACHEL ROGISH

NORTH WILDWOOD – “It’s not 
about ‘I,’ it’s about ‘we’,” Lt. Michael 
Thornton said May 2, addressing fifth- 
through eighth-grade students. 

Recipient of the Congressional 
Medal of Honor, Thornton highlight-
ed wartime experiences, focusing on 
overcoming personal difficulties and 
loving one’s country. 

The Margret Mace Elementary 
School auditorium was filled with 
students prepared to ask questions and 
learn. History came to life. 

Juliana Luz, history teacher for the 
sixth through eighth grades, welcomed 
Thornton and his wife, Rainey. 

Thornton, 70, was born in Greenville, 
S.C. He grew up knowing he wanted to 
become a Navy “frogman,” forerunners 
of the Navy SEALs. Thornton’s father 

served 
i n  t h e 
Army from 
1937-46. 

“I only have a 
high-school education,” 
Thornton told students. 
Thornton encouraged stu-
dents to continue their edu-
cation. He advocated not only 
higher education but also vo-
cational training for those 
seeking a different path. 

“I set new goals for 
myself,” Thornton said, 
explaining how he never allows him-
self to be held back. He urged students 
to “move forward” no matter the chal-
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After 

c o m p l e t -
ing training in 

1967, Thornton 
served aboard destroy-

ers as a gunner’s mate ap-
prentice until November 

1968 when he enlisted for 
SEAL training. In 1969, 

Thornton left Califor-
nia for the jungles of 
Vietnam. 
“ I  was  wounded 

many times,” Thornton said in 
response to a student’s question.

However, Thornton empha-

sized, “It’s not about ‘I’, it’s about 
‘we’” in military service.

“You think about the guy on your 
right and your left,” he said. 

Thornton’s service stretched from 
1967-92. According to released 
information, he earned the rank of 
lieutenant and later as an instructor 
at Naval Amphibious Base (NAB) in 
Coronado, Calif. In 1978, he served 
two years with the British Special 
Boat Squadron (SBS) in an exchange 
billet.

Thornton said he regrets his ab-
sence during his children’s (a son and 
daughter) growing-up years. 

As today’s youth face social issues, 
Thornton encouraged students “to 
do something positive” with hard 
experiences. 

ATVs Rile 
Upper

By CAMILLE SAILER

PETERSBURG - Upper Township Committee 
member Hobart Young briefed his colleagues 
and Mayor Richard Palombo April 29 about 
the spike in ATVs (all-terrain vehicles) driven 
by teenagers that are causing serious damage 
to Upper Township’s playing fields and other 
recreational facilities. 

“The riders of these ATVs and also the dirt 
bikes involved who are mostly teenagers think 
it’s fun and funny to cut into the fields and leave 
behind ruts and other damage that cost a lot 
of time and money to fix,” said Young. This is 
happening all over the township and especially 
at Amanda’s Field and Caldwell Park. 

“Should we put in signage that specifically 
says we’ll prosecute and make people more 
aware of the penalties and fines? Better illumi-
nation? More fencing? I’m asking committee 
members for their advice,” Young continued.

Township Solicitor Daniel Young noted, “We 
don’t need signage to prosecute. Anything or 
anybody that comes on private or other prop-
erty, trespassing and causing damage is subject 
to our prosecution. 

“What has worked in the past seems to be 
more public education through press releases 
and getting the word out to the parents who 
probably don’t even know what’s going on. In 
our public information, we can warn people 
that we are serious about prosecuting.”

Committee member Curtis Corson, who 
owns a campground in the municipality, recom-
mended, “First, we need to positively identify 
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Courthouse 3rd Floor Opens

and Thornton for keeping the Bar Association’s 
needs in mind as the renovations were planned.

While work was completed on the third 
floor, another courtroom was established in 
the area used for prospective jurors. The large 
jury assembly room will see duty as a courtroom 
three days a week while remaining jury space 

the other two days. 
Thornton said the cost of the renovations 

came in well under what had been estimated. 
“The estimate for the work was about $6 mil-
lion and it came in at around $4.8 million,” he 
said. “That does not always happen in govern-

By VINCE CONTI

COURT HOUSE - At a May 3 ribbon cutting 
for the newly-renovated third floor of the Cape 
May County Superior Courthouse, officials 
told of a seven-year effort to alleviate space 
constraints that hampered the judiciary. 

“Assignment Judge Julio Mendez and I met 
about seven years ago concerning the need 
for more space,” Freeholder Director Gerald 
Thornton said. “I knew then that we would 
finally make use of the wasted space on the 
third floor,” he added.

Make use of it they did. The third floor 
contains expanded space for the Surrogate’s 
Office, a courtroom, lodgings for the Criminal 
Division administration, and a centralized area 
for Sheriff’s Office personnel.

Both Sheriff Robert Nolan and Surrogate 
Dean Marcolongo spoke of the added efficien-
cies their offices gained in the renovations.

The moves also benefited other court-related 
operations as space elsewhere in the complex 
was freed for other use. The former location of 
the Surrogate’s Office was repurposed to allow 
the Cape May County Prosecutor’s Office staff 
to be housed in one location at the courthouse. 

The renovations also freed up conference 
room space for use by attorneys meeting with 
clients. Daniel Kurkowski, president, Cape 
May County Bar Association, thanked Mendez 

By RACHEL ROGISH

WEST WILDWOOD – “You’re taking a dia-
metrically different view against us,” Charles 
Chepak said May 1, accusing West Wildwood 
Mayor Christopher Fox and commissioners of 
conspiracy. 

In a late agenda item, Nicole Fox, the may-
or’s daughter, was appointed as a full-time offi-
cer on the borough police department. Audible 
gasps filled Borough Hall as the resolution was 
read. The mayor abstained from the vote while 
Commissioners Scott Golden and Cornelius 
Maxwell voted yes. 

Chepak, along with Susan Czwalina, Kate 
Sampson, and others, challenged the commis-
sioners’ actions. Residents criticized the admin-
istration’s lack of risk management practices. 

“We’re (borough) asking for trouble here,” 
resident Helen Rao said. Rao claimed trouble 
could come as Nicole Fox would report to 
Chief Jacquelyn Ferentz who shares a home 
with the mayor. 

MaryAnn Walsh asked if second appointee 
to the police department, Brandon Turner, is 
“Nicole’s boyfriend.” 

“I’m very sad you would say that,” Mayor 
Fox replied. According to the mayor, Turner is 
not in a relationship with Nicole Fox. Turner 
was a Class II officer who was appointed to a 

full-time officer.
Mayor Fox said Nicole Fox is “qualified and 

certified.” 
“She’s (Nicole) lived here all her life,” the 

mayor said. “You would skip over her because 
there might be conflict later?” 

Resident Steve Klein countered, “You’re 
(Mayor Fox) putting her (Nicole) in a bad 
place.” 

Members of the Concerned Taxpayers of 
West Wildwood also questioned Borough 

Solicitor William Blaney regarding Ferentz’s 
“pre-Brady” letter. 

The letter had been discussed at the April 3 
meeting and, according to Mayor Fox, he had 
no idea such a letter existed. 

Blaney explained the purpose of a Brady 
letter. Such a letter is issued to officers who 
have either lied or misrepresented facts. The 
information is then given to a defense attorney 
representing a client charged with a crime by 
said officer. 

According to Blaney, the Cape May County 
court system recognizes a “pre-Brady letter.” 

Blaney contacted the Cape May County 
Prosecutor’s Office, asking if Ferentz could be 
removed from the list of officers issued Brady 
letters. According to Blaney, the prosecutor 
said no. 

Media sources indicate that commissioners 
voted to appoint special counsel to look into 
the “appropriateness” of Ferentz being on the 
list. Counsel may challenge the listing. 

Residents asked if the commissioners would 
knowingly hire (or rehire) an officer issued a 
Brady letter. 

“I would offer everyone a fair opportunity 
for employment,” Golden said. 

“I would go with what the solicitor says,” 
Maxwell answered. Maxwell would not give 
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Freeholder Director Gerald Thornton unveils plaque May 3 that names a conference 
room in the Surrogate’s Office to honor former Cape May County Surrogate W. Robert 
Hentges, seated. Hentges served in the post from 1972 to 2012, the longest-serving 
surrogate in New Jersey.


