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My name is Evelyn DaRosa Feliciano. I am a first-generation Portuguese-American. My parents 

Cristiano and Evelina DaRosa were immigrants from the island of Pico in the Azores – Portugal.  

One thing my parents instilled in me from a young age was simple, although we were in 

America and I was born American, we were Portuguese first and 

foremost. This sense of pride in my heritage has remained 

with me throughout my life as I served my Portuguese 

Community of Point Loma in San Diego which is made up of 

first, second, third, and fourth generation Portuguese 

families.  

The history of “San Diego’s Oldest Ethnic Festival”, the U.P.S.E.S. 

Festa Do Divino Espirito and the history of San Diego are much entwined. The first Portuguese 

who settled in San Diego were fishermen from the Azores Islands. Their roots can be traced 

back to the late 1800’s.  Among these families were the Frank Silva family, the Lawrence Oliver 

family, the M.O. Medina family, and the “Rosa Brothers”. These families were highly successful 

tuna boat owners, captains, and risk takers. These families helped to shape and build the Tuna 

Industry, which in turn, help to shape and build San Diego into the city it is today. At its high 

point in the late 1970’s and throughout the 1980’s the Tuna Industry had a high of 174 vessels. 

Today only approximately 7 vessels remain owned by Portuguese families in San Diego 

These immigrants left us a legacy that San Diego can only be proud of.  Their accomplishments 

help the Portuguese Community of San Diego to preserve and 

maintain our Portuguese heritage, culture, and traditions.  I 

often wonder what they would say if they saw the ‘Festa’ 

as it is celebrated today. Did they have the foresight to 

know that what they were starting back in 1910 would 

still be celebrated today in 2012? Did they know it would 

become part of San Diego’s history? All I can say is Thank 

You.  Thank you to them for their strong sense of faith, work, and 

determination.  Thank you for helping to establish a ‘root’ for our love and pride of being 

Portuguese.  

1910 Festa 
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102 years later this love and pride of our Portuguese heritage, culture, and traditions, shows in 

the history of the San Diego United 

Portuguese Festa do Divino Espirito Santo. 

The ‘Festa’ began in 1910 by a man named 

Frank Silva and 14 other families.  They 

gathered in a private residence to 

commemorate the traditional observance 

of Pentecost Sunday as they remembered 

it being celebrated in Portugal.  They 

prayed in thanksgiving for blessings received and to honor the Holy Spirit. The families shared 

the traditional ‘sopas’ meal. The procession would travel to and from Saint Agnes Church.  As 

the tuna fleet developed so did a need for a larger church.  Whenever home from a voyage, 

fishermen would do construction on Saint Agnes Church until 1934 when the current Church 

became a reality.  Until this day, 102 years later, the Festa Queen is still crowned there on 

Pentecost Sunday.    

Legend has it that Mr. M.O. Medina declared “The Holy Spirit pays 

rent to no one!” History shows that an argument ensued between 

families that spilt the San Diego Portuguese Community in two 

halves. (Imagine that…Portuguese people arguing! That NEVER 

happens!) A Holy Spirit celebration was then begun in downtown 

which lasted for 14 years before coming back and joining the Point 

Loma celebration.  In 1920, Mr. Medina saw the need for a common 

place for the community to gather to celebrate the Festa, and 

developed a committee to begin gathering the funds needed to 

build a ‘Imperio’ / ‘Capela’ or Chapel and a community hall. He led his committee throughout 

California to procure donations although there were no roads and trails were very difficult to 

travel at that time. There were many friends of San Diego to the North as original Queens of the 

San Diego Festa often wore dresses that were borrowed from our Portuguese northern 

neighbors.   

To complete construction work on the Capela, boat 

owners would leave a crewmember at home paying 

M. O. Medina 

1911 Festa 
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him 25 cents a ton for his efforts.  In 1922 the Portuguese community of San Diego proudly 

inaugurated the União Portuguesa Acoreana Sociedade do Espirito Santo Imperio or the 

U.P.A.S.E.S. Chapel and Hall.  This chapel is 1 of only 2 original Portuguese chapels in California.   

The Capela has been left in its original state and is currently in the process of becoming a 

historic landmark with the City of San Diego. 

As more and more Portuguese immigrated to San Diego in hopes of finding better lives for their 

families, the need for a larger hall was recognized.  They were immigrants from the Azores, 

Madeira, and the mainland continent of Portugal. No matter from what region of Portugal they 

were from, they were all Portuguese.  The 

community pooled together resources and 

acquired financing.  The original hall from 1922 

was then moved and a new hall was constructed. 

In 1948 the current União Portuguesa Sociedade 

do Espirito Santo or U.P.S.E.S. Inc. Hall was 

opened. Mr. M.O. Medina served as the U.P.S.E.S. 

first President and remained so for 51 years.  

The U.P.S.E.S. Festa do Divino Espirito Santo grew steadily as the Tuna Industry continued to 

grow and flourish.  As boat owners, captains and 

crew members financially did well, so did the 

Festa. Donations would be made on behalf of the 

Holy Spirit and in thanksgiving for prosperous 

years. The parade grew to not only include one 

Queen but various Queens, as well as Kings, 

Princesses, Princes, and so on.  The Tuna Industry 

financially supported both the U.P.S.E.S. Hall and 

the U.P.S.E.S. Festa.  They continue to, to this day.  As the Tuna Industry strengthened and built 

the Portuguese Community so it too strengthened and built the San Diego economy.  The Festa 

became the main fundraiser for the U.P.S.E.S. 

Hall and at the 1955 Festa a “Deed Burning” 

ceremony. 

1955 Festa 

1955 Festa 

1985 Sponsor 
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The Festa was originally sponsored by only fishing vessels.  The boat owner or captain would 

stand as Festa President, Mordome, Festeiro.  A Festa President would host the Festa in 

thanksgiving for a prosperous fishing year, or for some grace granted by the Holy Spirit. 

Eventually a man would be allowed to be Festa President to pay back a ‘promesa’ or promise 

that they made to the Holy Spirit.  Women were never considered for Festa President after all it 

was a man’s world in those times.  While the men stood in the spotlight, the women worked 

away in the kitchen making the traditional ‘sopas’ meal and feeding the community. As the men 

would be out to sea, it was left to the women to make all of the Festa plans and organize the 

event.  If the Festa President was married, his wife walked by his side, although the 

‘Presidential Sash’ was only worn by the husband. 

There were widows that submitted their names to host the Festa in memory of their husbands 

but to no avail.  Finally in 2002, a woman 

by the name of Maria Gorete Correia 

submitted her name and was approved. 

The 2003 Festa do Divino Espirito Santo 

was held in memory of her husband Jose 

Carlos Correia, who had died in a 

helicopter crash while out at sea tuna 

fishing.  There have only been 4 women in 

the history of the Festa to be Festa President. In 2008, Beatrice DeSilva became the second 

widow to host the Festa in memory of her husband Joe 

“Smoothie” DeSilva who was a great benefactor of the 

U.P.S.E.S. Inc. and had passed away of cancer.  In 2010, I 

had the honor of becoming the third woman in Festa 

history, to become Festa President as a widow, in 

memory of my husband Michael Feliciano.  In 2011 

Deborah Seiter became the fourth woman in history to 

be Festa President in memory of her brother David who 

had passed away in Alaska in a boating accident. 

The U.P.S.E.S Inc. currently has criteria that a potential 

Festa President must meet.  This criteria includes but is 

2003 Festa Maria G. Correia 
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not limited to, being Portuguese, be of Portuguese decent, or married to a Portuguese.  They 

must be a practicing Catholic registered in a Catholic parish.  They must also be a member of 

the U.P.S.E.S. Inc. and reside within the County of San Diego.  Once the potential Festa 

President meets the criteria, they must sign a contract and agree to abide by the guidelines for 

a Festa President implemented by the U.P.S.E.S. Inc.  Once this is done, their name is written on 

a piece of paper and put literally into a hat, where the current Queen on Festa Sunday, will 

choose the name at random for the following year. 

The San Diego U.P.S.E.S. Festa Queen is a representative of Queen Saint Isabel of Portugal.  The 

Festa founding Fathers in 1910 felt strongly that the Queen should represent Queen Saint 

Isabel, as she symbolized a true lifetime of devotion to the Holy Spirit.  Having a Queen reign 

over the Festa is a custom that we still hold to this day, a custom that has since been adopted 

by the Festas in Portugal. It is an American custom trans-rooted in Portugal by Portuguese-

Americans. 

San Diego U.P.S.E.S. Festa Queens back in the early 1900’s, wore long simple white dresses. 

Throughout the years, these Queens have developed into what is perceived by other 

Portuguese Communities to the north as symbols of opulence and wealth.  It is perceived, 

perhaps erroneously that a Festa President in San Diego must be wealthy as the gowns and 

crowns that the Queens wear are so intricate and elegant.  The truth is that a Festa President 

dresses their Queen in what they can afford.  There have been 

Festa Presidents in the past that have borrowed dresses for their 

Queens, much like the San Diego Festas of the early 1900’s 

borrowed from our neighboring Portuguese Communities.  

The Queen is the main aspect of the parade. Many young girls that 

participate in the Festa dream of being Queen some day. It is a 

great honor to represent Queen Saint Isabel of Portugal and your 

Portuguese Community.  Being Queen is not just a symbol of 

status, it is much more than that. It is representing a figure that 

had the utmost faith in the Holy Spirit, and so loved her people 

that she tried to help them in any way she could. It is a way of giving back to your community, 

your “family”.  San Diego is much more than a community it is much more like a family and as 

such they come together every year to celebrate the Festa. 

2010 Festa 
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I had the honor of being the 75th Festa Queen in 1985 thanks to 

my parents who were the Festa Presidents.  Now I am most 

blessed to be the 100th Festa President and my daughter Karinna 

Evelina and son Joshua Michael are the 

100th Festa Queen and King.  Hosting a 

Festa is an honor and for it to be the 

Centennial Festa is much more than 

words can describe. 

The San Diego Festa will always pay 

tribute to its Portuguese culture and 

traditions by including Portuguese Clubs and Organizations, 

Portuguese Filarmónicas, Portuguese folkloric dance groups, and 

floats that symbolize our Portuguese heritage.  We have also grown 

to include an American aspect such as American high school 

marching bands, San Diego City Officials, City law enforcements agencies, and groups such as a 

Disney Group.  The Festa has tried to raise social awareness, such as in 2000 when Festa 

Presidents Tony & Andrea Calabrese helped a 

terminally ill little girl have her dream of being 

Queen for a day through the Make-A-Wish 

Foundation. The 2010 Festa parade had over 1500 

participants. In addition to our Portuguese 

Heritage groups, there was a breast cancer 

awareness group, as well as for the first time in San 

Diego history, all four San Diego Social and Civic 

Organizations; the Kiwanas Club, the Lions Club, the Rotary Club, and the Point Loma 

Association Business Board participated. 

1985 Festa 

2010 Festa 

2010 Festa 
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“San Diego’s Oldest Ethnic Festival” began as a simple procession 100 years ago in 1910. 

Through the dedication and perseverance of the Portuguese people, it has grown into a 3-day 

Bazaar in 2012 complete with Portuguese ethnic foods, heritage, and culture.  This is a tribute 

to the Community and the fact that they 

continue to come together for the Festa in 

honor of the Holy Spirit and dedicated to 

Queen Saint Isabel. It is the volunteers that 

are the true ‘Festa Presidents’. They are the 

ones that truly put the event together. The 

workers that make and serve the foods, run 

the booths, and put the parade on the road. 

The U.P.S.E.S. Inc. has become ‘home’ to various Clubs and Organizations such as the Aliança 

Açoreana, the Festa do Santo Amaro, the Portuguese Social & Civic Club, and the Cabrillo Club 

#16.  The dedication and devotion of 

these groups is what helps to keep our 

Portuguese culture alive and the San 

Diego Festa growing.  These are the 

Clubs and Organizations that host the 

Bazaar. In 2010, these Clubs and 

Organizations served over 10,000 

people in the Bazaar.  Individual 

volunteers work in the Main Hall 

preparing and serving the traditional meal of ‘sopas’.  In 2010, approximately 5,000 people 

were served the free meal.  
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Although the Festa has grown from a few people to a few thousand 

people, the ‘heart’ of the Festa remains the same; to give thanks to 

the Holy Spirit for blessings and to give back to our community. In 

my case, the 2010 Festa was to pay back a ‘promesa’ that I made.  

Showing my gratitude to the Holy Spirit and giving back to the 

Portuguese Community of San Diego has been something that I 

yearned to do since my husband Michael was diagnosed with 

brain cancer back in 1998.  Michael was given less than a 30% 

chance of surviving one year. By the blessings of our Lord above, 

Michael not only exceeded doctor’s expectations, but went back to his 

occupation of being Captain of our family’s purse seiner, the M/V Capt. Cristiano DaRosa.  

Michael left port on a voyage exactly one year to the date and time of his brain surgery with 

our son, Joshua by his side.  We believe it was our faith in God and blessings from the Divine 

Holy Spirit that gave us an extra 5 years with Michael, until his death in 2003. 

In 2007, I was diagnosed with breast cancer. No child should have to go through one parent 

with cancer, let alone two and in such a short time of each other.  I prayed to the Holy Spirit 

and Queen Saint Isabel. I begged them both to spare my life not for myself but for my young 

children.  I made a “Promesa”, or promise to the Holy Spirit that health permitting, I would host 

the Festa someday, in memory of my husband Michael. I then realized that it is not our place to 

question God’s plan but top accept it and deal with it the best way we know how to.  It is with 

this immense faith in the Holy Spirit I sincerely believe my family and I were able to overcome.  

WE HAVE TRULY BEEN BLESSED!  With a heartfelt need   to pay homage, and an enormous 

feeling of thanksgiving for all of the blessings that have been bestowed upon my family by the 

Holy Spirit and in honor of Queen Saint Isabel of Portugal, I became the 2010 Centennial 

President of the San Diego U.P.S.E.S. 2010 Festa do Divino Espirito Santo.  

 

 

 

If there is one thing that I can leave you all with it is this… 

Michael Feliciano 
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REMEMBER the past 

Remember the past and our 

humble beginnings and how far our 

communities have come.  Honor 

them by instilling in your children a 

strong sense of heritage.   

 

                                                            

 

 

SUPPORT the present…                                                              

Support the present by becoming 

involved in your Portuguese 

communities through the Festas as 

well as the various clubs and 

organizations in your city or country. 

      

 

 

HOPE for the future…                                 

Hope for the future, that the younger generations 

recognize the significance of what you teach them. 

The youth are the future of not only the Festa but 

the Portuguese communities of the world. May 

they value their faith, heritage, and traditions so 

that wherever they go, the Portuguese people may 

continue to establish their roots and thrive in 

tradition and spread their culture.   

1911 Festa 

2010 Festa 

2010 Festa 


