
PREFACE 

This m u s c r i p t  was mde possible by a grant fiornthe 

I l l i n o i s  Bicentennial C o d s s i o n .  It i s  the product of tape-recouded 

interviews conducted by mbbe Hemdon for the OraL ETLstory 

Office in the spring of 1974. LaDonna M o n g e  transmibed the 

tapes andBobbe Hemdon edited the transcript, 

Nick Campo was born i n  S ic i ly  i n  1894 and ernigrated t o  

Springfield, I l l i n o i s ,  in 1912. He worked on the G. M. & 0.  R a i l -  

mad and i n  local  coal mines and served with the United States  

Arqy i n  World W a r  I. After leaving the mines he was assaciated 

with three local  restaurants,  was the Dis t r ic t  Manager f o r  Goebel 

Brewery, and m a g e d  the food stands at the I l l i n o i s  State  Capitol. 

His reminiscences cover a seventy year p e ~ i c d  and include such 

subjects as l i f e  in Sici ly ,  the i d g r a n t  experience, prohibition 

and I l l i n o i s  p o l i t i c a l  figures. 

Readers of this o r a l  history mmir should bear i n  mind 

tha t  it is a t ranscr ipt  of the spoken word, and tha t  the interviewer, 

narrator and edi tor  s a w t  t o  preserve the i n f o m l ,  conversational 

s ty l e  tha t  is  inherent i n  such h i s to r i ca l  sources. Sangamon State  

University i s  not responsible f o r t h e  factual  accuracy of the mmoir, 

nor f o r  views expressed therein; these are fo r  the reader t o  judge. 

!The m u s c r i p t  m y  be read, quoted and c i ted  f'reely. It 

my not be reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  pa r t  by any mans, electronic 

o r  mechanical, wfthout permksion i n  writing f'rom the  Oral History 

Office, Sanmon  Sta te  University, Springfield, I l l i n o i s ,  62708. 



Nick Campo, February 26, 1974, Springfield, I l l i no i s  

Bobbe Hemdon, Interviewer 

Q: would you t e l l  me when you were born and your parents' nares? 

A: My parents1 names--nly father's name was Peter Campo. mother's 

narne was Antoinette LaRocca. 

Q: W e r e  they both born here i n  Sprir@?leld? 

A: No, In Italy. I was born in Italy wse l f .  Born and raised in  Italy. 

Q: Which province? 

A: I was-I'm f'rom Sicily. 

Q: Is there a name of a town? 

A: kntevago, which doesn't exist  anymore now-it was destroyed by earth- 

quake. Not even one house stand%. Not even when I was there last 

August-not even one house standing. It was a beautiful old town, &l 

town about 3500, but a beautiful cut, square town. We had a beautiful 

cathedral. My mat-great-grmdfather's buried in the cathedral because 

he was the one that was bringing the mney f'rom Palermo to Montevago- 

that's the name of the town. And . . . 
Q: What did he do? What was his busbess? 

A: Well, that  I redly don't know, but it happened that they was carny- 

ing this money on mles, on horseback, you know In those days, which 
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has been probably a couple of hundred years ago--and they were stealing 

the nmey a l l  the time before they got there. But the bishop got him t o  

take care-I guess he had f'riends t o  take care of it and everything e lse  

and he got through with the money, and they buried him i n  there. I wish 

I had a picture that  I could show you where he--theytve got a picture, 

and I t ' s  the cathedral which was destroyed now--where he kissed the 

Blessed Mother's feet .  And he was buried i n  the church there. And w 
great-great-well, way back-the governor of Sicily was named Campo, 

Q: Oh, you're royalty, practically. 

A: Yes. (laughter) 

Q: What did your father  do for  a living? 

A: We had a farmland i n  Sici ly which we let out-we didn't  cultivate it 

ourselves. We had sheep and goats. You see, in Sicily we milk the sheep. 

Q: You did? 

A: Yes, we milk the sheep, which the best cheese-the best grating cheese 

that's Trported from Italy is fYom sheep milk. It's rich, so r ich you 

couldn't drink it. It's too r ich  t o  &ink. 

Q: What's the nam of that cheese? Is there a special mm? 

A: Well. . . 
Q: Can I buy it here? 

A: Not here. You could buy it 3n Chicago. I can't think what they do 

call it here. 

Q: So he ~ n t e d  his land out t o  . . . 
A: We rented out and we kept some t o  feed the sheep and goats that we 

had. We'd milk sheep twice a day--mrming and night. 

Q: Did you use the wool, too? 

A: Oh, yes, yes. 
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Q: And then also used the meat? 

A: Absolutely. Sure. And we'd k i l l  the larrb, five t o  six weeks old f o r  

the m k e t .  But  the way that we raised our lamb--we l e t  them drink twice 

a day, l e t  them milk twice a day, and then we keep them i n  a place where 

it was  dry--keep straw under them and everything else in  the d a k  where 

they sleep a l l  the t i r e .  And their  mat wax temific.  And the kid goat 

milk, you how--and the kid goat meat-peqle in this country w i l l  say, 

"Oh, goat mat?" It's mch better than lamb--mch better than lamb. 

Lamb is a l i t t l e  fat .  Goat is  not. But the way we ~ a i s e d  them, as I 

said before, we raised them so they slept a l l  the tine. They had theiu, 

feed in the morning and they'd sleep a l l  day, and then we'd feed them 

at night and sleep a l l  night in the dark, a l l  the t-,which would make 

them fat. 

Q: That's very interesting. 

A: Yes. Oh, yes, that ' s true. 

Q: Then you were born in what year? O r  what was your birthdate? 

A: 18gk~ecember 25, 1894. I alms said Jesus and I were born a t  the 

same time. (laughter) 

Q: When did you corn to  this country? O r  why did your father decide to  

come to  this country? 

A: lfy father didn't come t o  this  country. 

Q: Your father did not? 

A: No. I c a m  to  this country. I had two brothers here, and things 

were a l i t t l e  rough in Sicily. I decided I wanted t o  come over here. 

And, I did come here; I cane here i n  1912. I l e f t  there on May;10, 

l 9 l 2 .  It was the day after Eas te~-or  April; A p ~ i l ,  10, I l e f t  Italy. 

On the ninth was Easter and the morning after Easter, I ].eft and I came 
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t o  this country. 

Q: Where were your brothers living at that t i m e ?  

A: Gne was l iving in Springf'ield and one in Farmersville right south of 

here. 

Q: Why did they happen t o  come to this area? 

A: Well, I had a cousin of mine here that was here, and so he was mfting 

back and forth, and naturally, I cam here so they had sornebody they knew. 

Q: Were they workkg i n  the mines? 

A: In the coalrriines, yes. I worked inthe coal mines, and I wo~ked on 

the railroads. I worked on this line here tha,tts just a half a block 

f'rom here. That was the C. & A. then; now i t ' s  the G. M. & 0. It was 

Chicago and Alton, that ' s  what the C. & A. is, the Chicago and Alton. 

Q: You were eighteen yems old? 

A: I was about seventeen and a half years old. My birthday i s  on Christ- 

m , and I cam here in April. 

Q: Were you scared when you lef't horn? 

A: No. No, I was not. But I had a very bad trip--I had a very bad 

experience on rry t r ip .  For one thing, I caught bad cold, and eyes 

were watering so bad, they were sticking and everything else. And I 

was seasick al l  the way through fYom Naples-in fact,  *om Palenno, we 

take the night, the mi l  boat, to  Naples and then from Naples we take 

the boat t o  this country. It took US fourteen days t o  travel here. 

Q: And you took the boat fkom Sicily f i r s t .  

A: From Palermo, which is Sicily, t o  Naples. That's d l  boat. Then 

you take the regular passenger ship t o  come here. And as 1 say, I got-- 

I was seasick a l l  the time-fortunate that I had a couple of older 
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people that  would bring m a l i t t l e  food t o  the bed and e v e r y t w  else. 

Then I got tAisinfection i n  w eyes-I couldn't hardly see, I had t o  wash 

eyes every few minutes-and there was, in those days, i f  you didn't 

have perfect eyesight-no infection in your eyes at all-you couldn't 

leave Italy. They examined you before you leave-you have t o  have per- 

fect eyes, otherwise, they wouldn't le t  you corn on. 

Q: why? 

A: Well, because I wess  they had a ruling in this cow?'cry-they didn't 

want no eye infections or something l ike  that.  So . . . 
Q: It was this countq, you think, that  . . . 
A: I suppose it was this country, yes. So what happens--land in New 

Pork and they took us t o  w h a t  they call--island. 

Q: Ellis? 

A: E l l i s  Island-and we were i n  a big mom-about, oh, must have been 750 

t o  800 people, all of us, s i t t i ng  there waiting;- And they gave us a l i t t l e  

box, it cost us one dollar, they had a-couple of bananas and four or five 

sandwilches and this and that to take you for the trip. So pretty soon, 

scanebcdy aa l l s  my name, arad they took me in a room, them was three of us, 

three people. And they ca l l  some worn that  had l e r t  her husband without 

her husband's consent. And they says, "Youtye got t o  @ back." So, you 

know, I hear that ,  and mewith ny eyes. Pretty soon, they called this 

m and they said that the l a w  wanted him ovw in Sicily--he had t o  go 

back. And I thought t o  q s e l f ,  "Well, I ' m  ,ping back. " And I figured, 

"If I'm going t o  have t o  do that-those bad t r i p s  I had--1'11 junp eve* 

board and drown ~ s e l f . "  That's how discouraged I was. Nevertheless, 

they asked rn a l o t  of questions and everything else, where I was going, 

who I wax coming t o  see and this and that  and the other, and. then they 
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said, "Okay, It 's a l l  right, that ' s  fine." I got on the train,  they 

give you a plaque, just  about, oh, about this wide and just about this 

long. 

Q: About two by four inches? 

A: Yes. They put here fo3: your destination, where you're going, your m; 

your destination and this and t h a t  and the other. Well, I st on the 

t r a in  in New York and we changed trains-I don't know where, but when we 

went t o  change trains,  I think it m i g h t  have been t o  St. Louis, I'm not 

sure because we corn in on the Chicago and Alton f'rorn the south, so it 

h@ t o  be St.  Louis probably--1 went for  rr~y p i p ,  and grip 's  gone. 

So all the clokhes I got-just w h a t  I got on. That's a l l  I had. (la-ter) 

Q: D i d  you ever find your p i p ?  

A: No. I didn't even know how t o  look fo r  it o r  anything. It wasn't 

there and that was it. Sornebody grabbed it. 

Q: Can you describe the conditions on shipboard for  re? How did you 

l ive  on that ship? 

A: Well, those days were bad. They were bad, and now conditions are  

different. I 've went back since then, but they were bad. The food wasn't 

wry gmd and they weren't too clean, and the water wasn't f'resh water. 

Now you use f'resh water because i t ' s  s ter i l ized  water. They had a l o t  

of water when they started. It was just sea water, and it was @?easy. 

You wash your utensils,  your dishes and everything else-it was just  

@?easy--just bad. Bad, very bad. 

Q: How roany of you s l ep t  in one room? 

A: Well, we had bunks. I think there was four i n  each place. Below and 

up, below and up because they're narrow places. 
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Q: !Ihe res t  stayed in Sicily? 

A: Yes. Two of them stayed i n  Sicily and one is dead now--died last 

yew, One is in South America-in Venezuela-which I went t o  v l s i t  

him l a s t  A u g u s t .  

Q: After you got o f r  the t ra in  a t  Springfield--did you corn a l l  the way  

t o  Sprirgfield? 

A: Got off the train at Springfield and . . . 
Q: who mt you? 

A: Nobody. Unfox%unately. There was a policewn there--there was a 

policemn there, and I was showing him [rry nam tag], and he says, "Com 

on with me. " And took re just about a half block east on WashingLon 

Street--there used t o  be a f ' rui t  store there, fellow by the name of 

Rochalli, he was an Italian guy. he took me in there and this guy 

called a cousin of mine that  lived on Carpenter Street and they come 

and picked me up. 

Q: What did your tag say exactly? The name . . . 
A: PQ nam and destination. 

Q: It said, t~Spchgfield?ll 

A: Yes, yes. 

Q: And then what--you started out living with this cousin? 

A: No. I went and got nlyself a room, boarding with some people. I had 

one l i t t l e  room not quite as big as this, and I had a l i t t l e  stove there. 

Q: About ten feet  by ten feet ,  maybe? 

A: That's about it. And I had a l i t t l e  old b m k  there, and a l i t t l e  

sml1 table. The stove was one that they c a l l  a "Peter", like a pear, 

with a bulge in the middle, you know, a coal stove w i t h  a pipe that sticks 
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out and everything else. 

Q: You called it a "Petertt stove? 

A: Yes. I remrber I used to-well, now I ' m  going too  fa^, on that-I 

should t e l l  you w h a t  I did a f t e r  tha t .  A l l  ri&t, I was here about 

three days and I went t o  see a fi?iend of mine that  lived mound Third 

and Carpenter along the track there, and I to ld  him tha t  I ' d  l ike  t o  

g t  a job of  so^ kind, any kind, with r ~ ,  I ' d  take any kind of a job. 

A l l  ny l i f e  I've said I ' d  take any kind of a job, just  so I work. So 

he said t o  me, "Well," he said, "1'11 t e l l  you. We've got a car of 

c a b b a ~ s  over here on the track, just  about a half block *om here." 

He says, "We got t o  unload it. If you help E, why, i t ' ll  be a l l  right.  

You'll get paid for  it." We went in there and there i s n ' t  any more-- 

anything--that stinks worse than rot ten cabbages. Well, you see, they 

can't--1 don't know how far they been traveling--some get bad and. every- 

thing else. It was temible ,  slm and everything else. But, nevej?theless, 

we cleaned the car. That was the f i r s t  job I had. 

Then I heard there was this fellow--one of the section forerren--that 

needed a m. And the c a ~  house was  a t  Third and Edwwds. The car house 

consisted of where they put the handcars--was a l l  handcars in those daysc 

[ Zt was] the tool  shed and everything else. So I went i n  there i n  the 

mming; we used t o  start work a t  six otclock, used t o  work ten hours a 

day, for  $1.20 a day, ten hours of hard work. Werything was done by 

hand in those days. So I got t o  this place and there's about four guys 

there and two of the fellows I mew *om the old country--were neighbors, 

twin brothers. They were l i t t l e  guys, both of them. So one of the 

brothers says, "Well, what m e  you doing here?" "Well," I says, "I 
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understand this m, this boss, needs a rran and," I says, "I corn here 

t o  see i f  I can get a job. If  So he says, "Well, I don't how. It  Just 

like, instead of encouraging m, just think, "Well, you can't cut it, 

see. You can't do it." 

Well, pretty soon the boss corns in and everybdy says, "Good mming." 

And I says, "Good mrning." I had learned a couple of words, you how. 

But he kind of glanced-looked at m. You see, I had these fo r e igne~  

clothes, but he didn't  say nothing. So he opened the car house and every- 

body grabbed the handcar and pulled out, and I just grabbed the handcavl 

and helped pull out. Everybody grabbed a pick and shovel and I gabbed 

a pick and shovel and put it on the handem. We got on the track and 

this guy's loo- at rre with kind of a smile and laugh. He realized 

that I couldn't speak, you see, but he didn't say anything. So we went 

out-you know where the old airport used t o  be? 

Q: What's called the old Southwest Airport? 

A: Well, I guess they c a l l  it Southwest Aiqor t ,  on Chatham Road. Well, 

there's one line that  goes west t o  Kansas Ci ty  and tha t ' s  where we was. 

You see, we was on this track here, and then when we get t o  I l e s  Junction, 

then we switch over on the road. 

Q: Where the milroad twns west there at I l e s  Junction? 

A: Yes, yes. So we got there, o h , t h e  or  four miles fYom Spring- 

f ield probably, and we stopped and everybody grabbed "ce handcar and took 

it off the track. Eherybody grabbed pick and shovel; I grab a pick and 

shovel. Well, I watched what the other guys were doing and I was dohg 

the sarne thing. The boss, once in a while he corns around with kind of 

a smile at  me and don't say nothing. Around nine o'clock he came t o  m, 
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he says, "What ls your nam?" Well, I knew what he neat. (narrator 

imitates Italian accent) 1 says, "Nick Campo. " "Oh, you know Dominic?" 

''Yeah, Cuz. l' "Dominic Cuz , yeah. l1 Dominic was a cousin of mine, you 

see. "Well, a l l  right. " 

Q: Was Dominic's last nam Capo? 

A: Yes. So he says, "Okay." He wrote nare down and everything else-- 

wasn't much said. Well, the m, he took a l iking t o  rre f o r  sow un- 

know reason. He real ly took a liking t o  HE. I was young, and he hew 

that I couldn't speak Eglish, I guess. He was a nice man, a fellow by 

the nam of Ed Ruthford. That was his name. I worked--1 worked two 

or  three mnths-and then p re t ty  soon he'd say t o  E, "Nick, take so 

and so, and so and so, and go do this job." OP he would leave me and 

go on. "Take so and so and you do this job and we'll pick you up a f t e r  

while. " 

Because, since the f i r s t  day or  the third day that  I cam here, I mde up 

w mind that I was gohg t o  speak m l i s h ,  so what I did, I got w s e l f  

a new reader--first, you know what I man, first class reader and pencil 

and paper-and I would read and I would write and I would read and I 

would write and I learned t o  speak Ehglish pretty quick. (snaps fingers) 

So, when thts gentlemaul would leave m with these two guys oxl three 

guys, or send re somplace with a couple of the guys, once in a while 

it would be one of these two brothers with me. 

Q: These are the two brothers you mentioned, the twins, that were neigh- 

bors i n  the old country? 

A: Yes. Well, they resented it. They resented it because they'd been 
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w o r ~  with the m n  for  six years and here1 just cam yesterday and 

I ' m  te l l ing them what to  do. Well, I ' m  te l l ing them what t o  do w h a t  

the boss t e l l s  me t o  do-I'm not trying t o  boss them. I worked right 

with them-I didn't boss thew-I worked with them. But I w a s  doing what 

the boss was t e l l ing  me t o  do, you understand? So they resented it very 

mch. 

One day one of tkfel lows said, "You how, by God, you just cam yester- 

day and you t e l l  us wha'c t o  do and we been here s ix  yems," and this and 

that and the other. "Well ," I said, " I ' m  just te l l ing you what t o  do, 

what the boss says t o  do." I said,  "You heard what he said we had t o  

do." I said, " I ' m  working with you. I ' m  not bossing you, I ' m  just 

working with you. " 

So a few days la ter ,  the other brother complained about it. So one day 

I got them together. I said, "Core over here. I want t o  talk t o  you 

guys. " !They were older than I, too. I ' d  say, a t  least  ten years older 

than I. I says, "You people know family in the old country, and I 

know your family In  the old country. And you bow who I am, and I know 

who you are." And I says, " A s  f a r  as this job is concerned, I didn't 

ask for it. I didn't even ask for the job when I got it because I 

couldn't have asked. But now this gentle=, he thinks that I can do 

these things and you t e l l  them t o  get you or get your brother or som- 

body else. I didn't ask fo r  that either. " And I says, "Furthemore, I 

want t o  t e l l  you s o ~ t h i n g .  You been with the rrm for  s i x  years and I 

been with them four months. And i f  he t e l l s  you w h a t  t o  do, you don't 

understand it and I do. " 
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Well, it wound up, a couple of mnths l a t e r  they both quit. They just 

couldn't take it. They just  couldn't take it because--they weylen't working 

under me--they were working with m. We were doing-I was doing what 

the boss w a s  telling us t o  do, you understand. But the boss took a 

Liking t o  m very, very, very much. In fact, I worked there for about 

e i a t  months. 

And then I had--one of ny brothem worked in the coal mine over at Pawnee- 

so he wanted re t o  work in the coal rrdne with him, which then they made 

Illore money-coal miners made two and three dollars a day-which I was 

w o r m  for  $1.20 a day and they weye working eight hours and I was 

working ten. So naturally I-so I told him, I says, "Ed," I said, " I ' m  

leaviulg you as mch as I hate it, but I ' m  leaving you because q y  brother 

wants m t o  wo~k in the coal mine at Pawnee." And I said, "They make 

mre mney and everything. "Well," he says, "I can' t blame you, but ," 

he says, "I want t o  t e l l  you somthing. The coal mines, they only work 

about seven o r  eight mnths out of the yew. But," he says, "when the 

coal mines close down, you cow here with me and work. Even if I have 

t o  flre sombcdy , you gota job with E. " But I want t o  t e l l  you dear 

lady, it wasn't because--well, the guy liked m--but I worked, I worked. A 1 1  

my life I said that I want t o  trgr t o  be, t o  be the best in wmt I do. 

(telephone rings). A s  I said before I always try t o  do-not the best, 

but one of the best-because anybody could be mdiocre. I say t o  

gmndchildren a l l  the tim, "Try t o  be the best or one of the best of 

what you're doing. Even i f  you w e  a streetcleaner, there's a good 

streetcleaner and a bad one." And tha t ' s  the truth. 

Q: What were the names of the twin brothers that finally quit? 
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Q: Was this Tom Owem the sane Tom Owens who is with the Demcratic Party? 

A: Oh, no, no. Tom Owens, today i f  he's still  living, he's got t o  be 75 

OF 80 years old--older than that-oh heck, I ' m  79, I'll be 80 next 

bi&hday, and this fellow was at leas t  10 years older than 1-10 or  15 

years older and he was a l i t t l e  guy--but he was  a worker. He was yeally 

a worker. 

Q: D i d  you m into any problem with the coal conpanies saying that  you 

had too much rock in with yow coal and deducting that  fYom your . . . 
A: No, they didn't those days. They didn't do that at all. 

Q: You f e l t  then, the coal company was fairly honest in the i r  weight 

keeping and record keeping? 

A: Well, s o ~ t i m e s  they had tmuble. You see, the company had a rran 

and the union had a m - w h a t  they call the weigh man, tha t ' s  what they 

used t o  c a l l  --on the cage. When the car gets on top, there's a scale 

there and they weigh the coal and they m k  it d m .  There's a-you see, 

we have checks, just  a, End of a, they were copper checks just about this 

size, and on your check, on every car you put your check an. You go by 

check nwnber in the coal mine. 

Q: I see. So you would have a pocket f u l l  of these copper checks? 

A: That's right. We had about ten  because we were allowed onw t o  fill 

about five or s i x  cars, seven at the mst a m. They have a n d l  there 

on the side, and you put one of those checks on it because there was a 

hole on the check. And incidentally, you have a check when you do down 

the coal mine, yow own check tha t ' s  hanging on the board outside, you 

pick your check up, go down below and you hang it on the board below 

because in the evening when the shift's out, the boss goes around--if 

sow of the checks are s t i l l  there--well, you didn't corn out. !key go 




















































































































































































































































