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"Rest well, yet sleep lightly and hear the call, if again sounded, to provide firepower for freedoméó   
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Captain Joseph Azzolina, USN (Retired) 

1926 - 2010 

Captain Joseph Azzolina, USN (Ret.) 

 Assemblyman, 13th District  

Chairman, USS New Jersey Battleship Commission 

Providing opening remarks at USS New Jerseyôs 59th Birthday ï May 23, 2002 
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Remembering Joseph Azzolina "a true patriot"  
By MURIEL J. SMITH   Posted:04/16/10 

(Reprinted with permission, BayshoreCourierNews.com ) 

Middletown ï (Monmouth County, NJ) 

 

Former State Senator Joseph Azzolina died last evening, Thursday, April 15, at St. Vincent's Hospital,  

surrounded by his family. He was 84 years old. Hospitalized for several months, he had been diagnosed with 

pancreatic cancer. 

 

Former state senator, former assemblyman, retired Naval officer, philanthropist, food market magnate, and 

family man, Joe was many things to many people. He was the person most responsible for bringing the  

Battleship New Jersey, BB62, back to the Garden State as a museum after the ship was mothballed following 

a career that spanned, like Azzolina himself, more than 40 years of Naval service. Azzolina had served 

aboard the New Jersey when the ship was called back to service off the coast of Lebanon in 1983. 

 

Born in Newark and raised in Highlands, Azzolina never forgot his middle-class roots. The son of Italian  

immigrant parents, the family lived above the small candy and ice cream store they opened on Miller St. in 

1927. When the Highlands Sea Bright Bridge was under construction five years later, the senior Azzolina's 

expanded their store shelves to incorporate lunch foods for the construction workers. Joe and his sister, the 

late Grace Scaduto, worked alongside their parents, learning a work ethic and a sense of generosity neither 

ever forgot. The little grocery store, later the Food Basket on Bay Ave. in Highlands, was the birthplace of 

the chain of supermarkets, with headquarters in Middletown, that now comprises ten stores scattered 

throughout Monmouth and Ocean counties. 

 

Azzolina left the family business before the end of World War II, enlisting in the Navy, later serving in the 

Navy Reserve, and called back to service for the Korean conflict. He returned to the family business after 

Korea to make it grow, create a food cooperative with another grocery chain, develop a trademark and begin 

expansion, all the while earning his college degree and advancing in the Navy Reserve. He retired as a  

Captain in the Navy Reserve after more than 40 years of service. 

 

Most proud of his Navy career, Azzolina was mentor for hundreds of young men and women who joined the 

Navy under his guidance and with his encouragement. He himself earned three Meritorious Service Medals 

and two Navy and Marine Corps Commendation medals, among numerous other awards. 

 

Azzolina represented the 13th district in the state Assembly for seven years, beginning in 1965, then again 

for two years in 1986 and another 14 years ending in 2006, when he retired from public office. He also 

served for two years in the State Senate from 1973 to 1975. 

 

As a generous and willing philanthropist, Azzolina and his supermarket company were generous to all  

organizations from churches, boy and girl scouting, fire departments and first aid squads, individual families 

and his beloved Navy, especially NWS Earle in Colts Neck. 

 

In addition to founding and serving as president of the Food Circus Super Market company, Azzolina was 

owner of The Courier, the award-winning weekly newspaper based in Middletown and covering the  

Bayshore area. He had purchased the newspaper from the family of the late Matthew J. Gill, after Gill died in 

1982. Although not in the journalism field in his many and varied endeavors, Azzolina said at the time he 

had purchased the paper to ensure "it would always represent the voice of the Bayshore, the people of  

Monmouth County, and would always be a voice fighting for their rights and protecting their vision."  
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Recollections of President Truman's Navigator 
     By Captain Robert C Peniston, U.S. Navy (Retired) 

 A young naval officer's assignment on board the USS Williamsburg re-

sulted in a lifelong acquaintanceship with the 'Man from Missouri' and an en-

counter with one of history's greatest leaders. 

 As the shadow of life grows longer, one reflects on the highlights of his or 

her history. I have several stemming from my time as navigator of the presidential 

yacht Williamsburg (AGC-369) in the early 1950s. Before sailing in the ship, my 

wife and I had met President Harry S. Truman at a Washington reception. My first 

time under way in the presidential yacht, I was again introduced to him, by Captain Donald J. MacDonald, 

who noted that I was the navigator. The President asked where I was from, and it didn't hurt that I came from 

Missouri and pronounced it as a native - Missoura. His parting words were to "keep her off the stumps," and 

thereafter I was identified as the "stump jumper." 

 I had many encounters with the President while on board. He quite often came to the bridge when 

things had settled down after getting under way. Other times he would appear just to chat with the watch, 

sometimes saying he had slept like a log. The only time I recall the President showing a bit of temper was 

when a message was delivered to him on the bridge concerning some antics of Iranian Prime Minister 

Mohammad Mosaddegh. Turning a bit red, he grabbed the message, wadded it up, and swiftly left the bridge.

 A courtesy I shall never forget was his having the Williamsburg officers to the Oval Office, where he 

gave us Christmas cards from him and Mrs. Truman that 

bore greetings for 1951. They depicted the Blair House, 

where the couple lived during the 1949-52 White House 

renovation. 

 While serving in the presidential yacht, I had the 

opportunity to meet other high U.S. office holders - Chief 

Justice Fred M. Vinson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff General Omar Bradley, Fleet Admiral William D. 

Leahy, and Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn, as well as 

other notables who were the President's friends. It was 

naturally a heady experience. I stood in awe of these gen-

tlemen but soon learned to keep my composure when in 

their presence. 

Editorôs Note:   

 For those familiar with the history of USS New Jersey, Captain Robert C Peniston, USN (Retired) 

is well known to you.  In August of 1969, Captain Peniston relieved Captain Ed Snyder as Commanding 

Officer of USS New Jersey, expecting to return the ship to the gunline in Vietnam, but it was not to be.  

Captain Peniston was instead given the order to mothball the ship at Bremerton, Washington and to get it 

done within 100 days.  The final day came about on December 17, 1969, and as Captain Peniston remem-

bers it ñthe day was rainy, and it fit the moodò. 

 The story that follows, from the June 2010 issue of Naval History magazine, fits well with our cur-

rent ñLooking Backò theme for The Jerseyman.   The story was written by Captain Peniston, and tells of 

his early assignment as navigator aboard President Trumanôs yacht, USS Williamsburg,  We are grateful 

to  Naval History magazine for permission to reprint this article in The Jerseyman.  - TH 
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 My poise, however, was put to the test on 5 January 1952 when the Williamsburg was the setting 

for a private, informal meeting of great magnitude. Early that morning, Winston Churchill, who less than 

three months earlier had again come to power in Britain, and members of his government had arrived in the 

United States for high-level talks with the Truman administration about a wide range of topics, including 

defense issues and Middle and Far East policy. 

 The Williamsburg was moored at the Naval Gun Factory (present-day Washington Navy Yard) 

when, at about 1800, President Truman came aboard with honors rendered. Shortly thereafter Prime Minis-

ter Churchill came aboard, also receiving honors. Other dignitaries had already arrived, including Secretary 

of State Dean Acheson, Secretary of the Treasury John Snyder, Secretary of Defense Robert Lovett, Gen-

eral Bradley, and Averill Harriman, then serving as director of the Mutual Security Agency. On the British 

side there were Foreign Minister Sir Anthony Eden, Paymaster General Lord Cherwell, Secretary of State 

for Commonwealth Relations Lord Ismay, and Ambassador Sir Oliver Franks. With everyone on board, the 

President and Prime Minister were escorted to the presidential sitting room, where they were joined by the 

other officials, and their meeting began. 

 The talks lasted until about midnight, when the guests 

began to depart. Because I was the officer of the deck, the com-

manding officer, Captain Edwin S. Miller, told me to be alert to 

the departure of Mr. Churchill and to escort him down the gang-

way. When the great man appeared on deck, I chop-chopped up 

to him and asked his permission to escort him down the gang-

way. With a huge cigar in hand, he looked up at me and with 

that powerful and wonderful voice asked why I thought he 

needed an escort. "Prime Minister, the captain ordered me to do 

it," I said. "Then young man, you had better do it," he replied. 

Down the gangway we went to his Rolls-Royce, and he was 

gone. Meeting and serving as an escort for one of history's 

greatest men was an event I will always cherish, a memory that 

is still very special in my advancing years. 

 Much later, in July 1957, I had the honor to visit President Truman at his presidential library in In-

dependence, Missouri. I was traveling to Stanford University and prior to leaving Washington had set up 

the visit through Secretary of the Senate Leslie Biffle. I called the library at about 0900, assuming a secre-

tary would answer the phone, but the President himself did so. He told me he was expecting the "stump 

jumper" and to come on down, but to use the side door because the library was not open. He gave me a one

-on-one tour of the facility lasting about an hour and closed with the remark that history would treat him 

kindly. It certainly has. 

 In July 1961, I again called on him at the library, this time with my wife, brother, and sister-in-law 

in tow. He gave us about 15 minutes of his time, autographing some documents for us and saying that his-

tory was beginning to treat him better. This visit ended my association with the "Man from Missouri" other 

than through the mail. I often wrote him on his birthday, and the last note for which a reply was received 

was written on 7 May 1970 from Naples, Italy, when I was in command of the USS Albany (CG-10). His 

final reply was dated 23 May 1970. From beginning to end, my association with President Truman was one 

of my life's brightest highlights. 

Captain Robert C Peniston, USN (Retired) 

Lexington, Virginia  

 

    Reprinted from Naval History with permission;  

    Copyright © 2010 U.S. Naval Institute/www.usni.org.  
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