
Vamos at Georgian Court

    The Ocean County Board of Chosen Freeholders
(now known as the Ocean County Board of
Commissioners) approved the purchase with the intent
of swapping it for land that Bass River owned close to
Cedar Bridge Tavern. 
     There is much to see and do at the Cedar Bridge
Tavern site. The county returned the building to a
circa 1816 tavern with an 1830’s kitchen addition. When
touring the site, visitors can see the original barroom
with hand-blown glass bottles, tables and fireplaces
and then carefully tread the tiny staircase to the
upstairs and visualize what it was like to travel by
stagecoach and have to stop for the night. Many times
people slept together on hay-filled mattresses on the
floor with the ‘luxury suite’ being a rope bed slightly off
the floor—also with a hay-filled mattress.  
     The Ocean County Board of Commissioners
purchased Cedar Bridge Tavern from Rudy Koenig on
Dec. 27, 2007 and gave him the right to live out his life

best part of Vamos is the sense of community Latinx
students achieve through attending one class a week
together for their first year. 
      Dr. Jaime Rivera Flores, Academic and Student
Affairs Director of Latinx Initiatives at Georgian Court,
started Vamos after GCU President Joseph Marbach
decided that GCU needed to serve the Latinx
community based on demographic trends. “It took a few
years before something was put together by a task force
that I was not a part of,” said Rivera Flores.  “In 2020, I
was asked to direct the Avanzando program, for which
a grant was being requested. So I started from scratch Vamos attending Unidos 2023 Conference.

Photo Credit: Dr. Jaime Rivera Flores.
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 Cedar Bridge Tavern continued...

     Georgian Court University’s Latinx students are invited to join the “Vamos” program. In Vamos they receive
dedicated support from Georgian Court University (GCU) faculty and staff. They learn in a “cohort approach” which
means they learn with a group of Latinx peers who take planned courses designed to help them meet their goals. They
also are invited to twelve workshops offered through Avanzando, a program created by UnidosUS. These workshops
give them the tools and support to graduate. 
     Vamos students can apply for and receive $1,000 scholarships for tuition and college costs for up to 4 years, but the

By Pat Johnson

peacefully at the remote site. The county began
renovations after Koenig died in 2012. The renovation
was under the direction of the Ocean County Board of
Commissioners, the Ocean County Department of
Parks and Recreation and the Ocean County Cultural
and Heritage Commission.
    The Cedar Bridge Tavern site also hosts a
handicapped accessible nature walk with a synthetic
trail for wheelchair access. Fragrant stands of
wildflowers revive the senses. Individual guided tours
are offered as well as self-guided tours enhanced by
many interpretative signs that explain Colonial and
farming life. 
     The site located at 200 Old Halfway Road, Barnegat
is cloistered amid the Pine Barrens environs. Modern
conveniences such as restrooms have been added for
visitor comfort. For group and school tours call 732-
929-4769. The site is open from Thursday to Monday
from 10 a.m. till 4 p.m.



and designed the Vamos program. Only GCU has it.”      
      The full Vamos initiative was launched in 2022,
with 21 students in the Fall of 2022, said Rivera Flores.
Sixteen students remained in the program during the
Spring 2023 semester. “This 2023-2024 year will be the
first time that we will do mentorships and the plan is
that each Vamos participant will indeed get one Vamos
mentor who completed the program the previous year.
      “Students who participate in the program have
expressed how the program and the sense of
community that comes from it, has allowed them to
feel more supported. They push one another to
complete homework and to do well in class,” said
Rivera Flores. “Many Avanzando/Vamos participants
have continued to participate in other extracurricular
activities related to the Latinx community such as the
Latin American Student Organization, taking
leadership positions.”
     Georgian Court University students Linda Vargas
and Gabrielle Madera were chosen to attend an Unidos
US Conference in Chicago in July. Both students are
honor students at Georgian Court—Vargas is studying
social work and psychology while Madera is in
Georgian Court’s nursing program.
     Both credit Vamos for their current academic
success. Vargas from Toms River said she chose
Georgian Court University after reading about the
school’s core values of respect, integrity, justice,
compassion and service. “I fell in love with the school.” 
     Vargas received the invitation to join Vamos after
being accepted into GCU. “We had Freshmen classes
with Dr. Rivera every Friday and every other Friday we
would meet and go to lunch together, then go to the
chapel and break into discussion groups. I formed great
relationships. As a first-generation student, the first in
my family to enter college, it was important to have the
ability to talk with others who might have the same
problem with classes. We could be there for one
another and encourage one another. We would give
updates on how we were doing and how we were
feeling.”
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     Many first-generation students drop out of school
their first year because of the pressures of college life,
she noted. Vamos was the glue that held her at GCU.   
     Vargas said attending the Unidos US Conference
was a life-changing event. 
     “The workshops and the speakers were inspiring. It
was about bringing change to the Latino community.
Very empowering. We had the opportunity to network.
Many government leaders were there –Vice-President
Kamala Harris spoke! It was big, very big. We learned a
lot about leadership. Dr. Rivera suggested we come up
with ideas to improve the Latino community in our
area and I am thinking of starting classes for
undocumented persons to get their license since that is
now legal. A lot don’t know the process, and we could
help them prepare for their driving tests. We’ve talked
to Georgian Court [administration] about offering an
evening class since most people work during the day
and I hope it will happen.”     
     Both Vargas and Madera will serve as Vamos
mentors to the first year Latinx freshman.     
     Madera was already accepted at Georgian Court
when she received an email from Dr. Rivera

Vamos continued...

Vamos students.
Photo credit: Dr. Jaime Rivera Flores.

inviting her to join Vamos. She said when she first
arrived at the University, she was overwhelmed. “I’m a
quiet person and I felt lost at first. Vamos gave me a
sense of community. Dr. Rivera and my classmates –we
could all relate to each other and we could share our
experiences whether good or bad. It’s a community that
is loving, caring and genuine.”



Vamos continued....
     Dr. Rivera also gave the class tools and
meditations to use when they are in stressful
situations. 
     At the Chicago conference, the overall theme was
“Change Makers” said Madera. “The workshops were
on food insecurity, housing, crime, immigration—
issues important to the Latino community. The
workshops were very empowering. One person can
think about these things but when you get a whole
group of people on the same issue, all the thoughts
come together and can make for change.”
     Madara chose nursing as a career because she
wants to help people. “It’s a passion of mine—being
there for people, helping people. It’s a career where I
get to do that everyday.” 
     During the summer, Madera worked in the
kitchen at Hackensack Meridian Hospital in Brick
preparing and delivering patients’ food. She might be
the only Spanish-speaking employee during her shift,
she said and so she made herself available to her co-
workers if they had a Spanish-speaking patient.
“They’d say, ‘Hey, Gabbie, go talk to this person.’”
     Being alone in a hospital, frightening enough on
its own, can be compounded by not being able to
communicate. Hearing of these patients Madera
would go and sit and talk with them. “Not everyone
would care to do that but I want to help.” 
     “Established in 2015 through UnidosUS, the
nation’s largest Latino civil rights and advocacy
organization, Avanzando (Advancement) Through
College was created to provide support to affiliates
serving Latinx college students. Through this
culturally relevant college retention program,
students spend a year participating in meetings
focused on topics such as study skills, public speaking,
and relationship-building with their peers, professors,
and advisors.”
      According to Dr. Rivera Flores, “The annual
Conference is an opportunity for Latinx people from
all over the US to get together and exchange
information and ideas on how to improve the
conditions of the Latinx community in the US. 
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     The Conference brings together activists,
entrepreneurs, NGOs, and government officials so they
can discuss the topics that most affect the Latinx
community. Some presenters of note at this conference
were Secretary Xavier Becerra and Vice President
Kamala Harris, among many local and national
congressmen and women, senators, and personalities.” 
     Both students and Dr. Rivera believe this
Conference is a great opportunity for Latinx people to
come together and share experiences and information.
Last year, one student, Andrea Garza, was funded to
attend the conference in San Antonio along with Dr.
Rivera Flores. First Lady, Dr. Jill Biden spoke at that
conference among many prominent Latinx
personalities. 


