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PREFACE

Anthony Massaro was born in Pietrabontante, Italy on July 9, 1910. At
the age of five, he emigrated to the United States with his niother and
sister to join his father who already had been working for the railroads
and in mining. The family settled in Wilburton, Oklahoma where Mr,
Massaro's father was employed in mining coal. At the end of World War I,
the family moved to Pennsylvania, then to Chicago, before settling in
Springfield, Illinois in 1921,

After graduation from Springfield High School, Anthony Massaro was employed
in magazines sales, factory labor for Caterpillar Tractor Company in
Peoria, Illinois, and coal mining in Springfield. Unable to find work
during the Great Depression, Mr. Massaro enrolled at the newly founded
Springfield Junior College. He continued his education at the Missouri
School of Mines at Rolla, from which he graduated with a degree in
electrical engineering.

Mr. Massaro's engineering career included work at Emerson Electric in
St. Louis, the Utah Copper Company, Allis Chalmers in Springfield,
Illinois, and City Water, Light & Power of Springfield, Illinois. At
Emerson Electric, Mr. Massaro witnessed the sitdown strike of unioniza-
tion and the strike of 1946 at' Allis Chalmers. In Utah at the outbreak
of World War II, he observed the initiation of security measures at the
copper company and the internment of Japanese Americans. At City Water,
Light & Power, Mr, Massaro contributed to the utility's growth as a
nationally recognized leader in public power.

Mr. Massaro has vivid memories of his boyhood and his father's life in
coal mining; his father eventually helped re-establish the control of the
United Mine Workers of America over Central Illinois mining after initial
successes by the Progressive Miners of America. Just as vivid are

Anthony Massaro's memories of the obstacles and prejudices he faced in
excelling in academics and athletics at Springfield High School. Wherever
he lived or worked, Mr. Massaro was a careful and thoughtful observer of
the events and the community around him.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator,
and editor sought to preserve the informal conversational style that
is inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Anthony Massaro, October 16, 1979, Springfield, Illinois.

Lee Nickelson Jr., Interviewer.

Q. Well Mr. Massaro, I guess that I would like to begin by asking
vou where and when you were born.

A, I was born July 9, 1910, in Pietrabontante, Italy.
Q. And who were your parents?
A. My parents was Joseph Massaro and Cesina Tacrapara.

Q. What sort of village were you born in? Was it a large town, a
small town? '

A. To my knowledge it was a farming community with approximately
one thousand to fifteen hundred population. And it is situated at
the peak of the Apennine Mountains approximately sixty miles south-
east of Rome. Actually, to be more specific, a person could pinpoint
it on a map by drawing an isosceles triangle with the base line
connecting Rome and Naples. Then the other two lines are made to
intersect at the center of the Apennine Mountains. That's approxi-
mately where the village that I was born is located.

Q. Did your family farm there, or what sort of work did they do?

A. As I've mentioned before, it's primarily a farming community.
Other than, oh, say, the pharmacist, the doctor, and the blacksmith,
and several businessmen, the rest of the people depended solely on
farming. There was no manufacturing of any sort.

Q. How long did you live in that community?

A. Approximately five years.

Q. And then where did you go at the end of the five years?

A, When I was five years of age, Dad had came back to the States, and
at that time, was living at Wilburton, Oklahoma. He felt that he no

longer would go back to Italy, and sent for Mother, Sister, and myself.

Q. 8So he had been here previously and he had gone back to Italy, and
then he went back to Oklahoma?

A. Yes, Dad made several trips back and forth. His first trip to the
States was approximately 1900, because he speaks of being in and around
St. Louis during the St. Louis World's Fair. He did remember quite a
bit about it, and would often sit and tell us what he experienced and
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what he seen, the people he knew, and what he did while living in
St. Louis.

Q. What sort of things had he done when he was over here? What sort
of stories did he tell?

A. Well I've got to=--I do remember one of the stories. It was prob-
ably before he came to the States. He wanted to come to the States
because, to begin with, he wanted to avoid serving in the Army. He
had a dread of going into the Army there. At that time, probably
true now, every able-bodied male had to serve not less than three
years. That was compulsory. His oldest brother was in the Army at
the time, and apparently the brother didn't think too much of it.

So he made up his mind that he wanted to get out, and the only
possible place he could go to was the States here.

He finally got the consent of his mother, and they borrowed money
somehow or other. There was another individual living in the town
at that time, and he was coming to the States. So Dad,with this
man's help, persuaded Grandmother to permit him to come to the
States. And he did come with this other individual. Now this chap
had been to the States and lived in St. Louis, and actually had a
sister at that time still living in St. Louis. So the two of them
came to the States.

But he tells while he was on the ship coming across the Atlantic,
this elderly fellow--well I don't know how old he was, but he was
much older than Dad, put it that way--had told Dad that they had

some fine drinking brew on ship. Dad thought that possibly he was
going to enjoy whatever drink it might have been, and found out, at
that time, that it was beer. He'd never drank beer in his life-—-said
the first taste, why, it was repulsive to him. Therefore he never
cared to drink any of it.

But the passengers were allotted a certain amount of beer per day.
8o Dad refused it. And he told him, "Never refuse it. If you don't
want it, I will!"™ 'So, he had a double portion of beer every day.
(laughter) That is, his friend did.

And he also recalls very, very vividly that he hadn't been in St.
Louis too long, and there were also other people from his home town
who were living in St. Louis. They came to visit him and his friend,
and it was suggested that something had to be done whereby this
youngster could get a job. So some member of the Italian community
there did get him a job. And his first job was working in a public
park in St. Louis,

So he worked about a week or two, and then he was told, '"We can't use
you." Well that hurt him, it hurt his feelings. The foreman that
laid him off was contacted and he was told-~the foreman told him,

"I have nothing against his work. He is a very good worker. But,"
he said, "I decided that maybe I had better get rid of him because
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if my supervisor comes over and talks to him,that boy can't even say
'yes' and possibly not even 'no'. And I would get into trouble. So
I have no other alternative than to get rid of him." So Dad was gone
from the job.

Q. How old would he have been then, just approximately?

A. A little over eighteen, a little over eighteen. .To be more
specific, I think he hit St. Louis in about 1902,

Q. Did he go back to Italy after that?

A, Yes, he went back. Of course he left his girl friend there--and
I don't know whether they ever corresponded or not, I never did hear
him say--but apparently it was agreed that they would see each other
before long. And he did go back and married his girl friend, which
incidentally was my mother. And he lived in Italy, oh, maybe another
three or four years-and decided he didn't like it, and came back to
the States.

He wanted Mother to come over after he had come back for a second

time, but she didn't want to. So he remained here a few years and
then went back, was there a couple of years, and then came back to
the States.

In the meantime, why, Mother had another child, which was my sister.
And it was at that time when Dad insisted that she come to the States
because he felt that he could never live there. Conditions were so
different that he just felt that he didn't care to remain or go back
and work as a farmer, at least in the home town, and it was better
for the two of them that she migrate to the States. When she con-
sented, she also came to the States.

Q. So, when he corresponded with you the last time from the States,
he was in Oklahoma?

A. At that time he was in.Oklahoma, that's right. He was in Okla-
homa working as a coal miner. Now during his stay here in the States
before Mother came over . . . . Although like I mentioned before, he
worked in the park in St. Louis just a short time.

He used to tell us, back in those days it was not really very difficult
to get a job. In the larger cities there were numerous employment
offices that were asking for workers to go here, there, and you, As

a matter of fact the employer was paying the employment offices. You
didn't pay, but the employer would pay to get labor. Most of it was
just back-breaking manual labor.

So he left St. Louis and went to work at Festus, Missouri, on a rail-
road. And from Festus, he moved on up into Missouri close to Jeffer-
son City working on the railroads there, And also even took off and
went to work on the railroad somewhere~—well not somewhere, I do know




Anthony Massaro 4

specific--as I recall, at Harrison, Arkansas.

S0 he used to say that it was no trouble at all getting work. '"If
you wanted to work, there was work-~hard work--but you could always
obtain work."

Q. Do you know what he was doing with the railroads? Was he working
on the engines?

A, No, no at that time the railroads were being laid; in other words,
they were actually building the railroads. And most of their work
consisted of laying the railroad bed, excavating small hills and what
not, and laying railroad ties and laying rails. It was just manual
labor. And he said he enjoyed it thoroughly, and liked it.

Q. He got to see some of the country at the time, right?

A. Well, he had worked in practically every state in the West. As

I recall, he worked in Wyoming, worked in Montana, worked in the state
of Washington, and Nebraska. And most of this was following the
railroad work in some capacity or other.

Now he did mention, and I always used to kid him about it, that he
had relatives living in Denver. He had stopped and visited with
them, and he was asked whether or not he cared to work for his
relatives. His relative at that time had.a contract with the Union
Pacific from . . . . The contract was to keep the coal chutes filled
with coal. That was all done by hand, there was no mechanization.
That came later, that they called the patent- chute where the coal
was dumped on a conveyor and then hoisted up to the storage bin. In
those days it was all done by hand.

This relative of Dad's had a portion of the Union Pacific Railroad
from Kansas City on through the state of Wyoming. Some of Dad's
experience had been working in and around the coal chutes. So Dad
was given either two or three coal chutes to see that the coal was
always ready to use to fill up the engines, the coal tender on the
engines,

When I used to kid Dad he'd say "Well, that's where I made the money."
He was averaging eighteen dollars a day. And he said that's where he
thought he really got rich. He found himself with a bunch of money
and he decided, "Well, this is it, good-bye America, and here I come
Italy." He went back and he got married. So he had extensive exper-
ience in his own way, in general, with the railroads.

Q. That is a tremendous amount of money for that time.
A. Well he did say that it was a tremendous amount of money. 1In

other words, he got paid for his wages working with the men that were
doing the work at the coal chutes where he was stationed plus two others.
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They got paid x cents per tom, whatever it was; and, of course, the
more coal they unloaded, the more money he made. That was it. The
men were paid on a daily wage—-I think he said it was two dollars
per day--and whoever had the contract seeing that the coal was in
the coal chutes, they got pennies per ton. And Dad said he was
averaging around eighteen dollars a day.

But he also stated that if a man could not unload forty-five tons of
coal a day, he didn't stay. You worked, generally ten hours a day
work. No eight hours, ten hours a day and six days a week. And
these coal chutes, in general, were located where the railroad divi-
sions were. In other words, there was a railroad shop which did
maintenance on the trains. ©Not all, but in general they were located
where they could do maintenance on the trains as well as the other
rolling stock. '

Q. Did he ever indicate 1f there were other Italian people working
on the railroads?

A. Yes. Most of them, like I mentioned before . . . . His first
job with the railroad, why, he went where the Italian people were.
There they would form groups and each nationality would stay to them—
selves. Yes, there was a lot of Italian people there.

As he remembers it-—or used to tell it, put it that way-—there were
gangs of Italian people, gangs of Greeks, and gangs of Irish. Now

you can take it for what it is worth, but he said if it wasn't for

the Italians, the Greeks, and the Irish--as far as the native American,
they would still be building rails and probably just getting two or
three hundred miles beyond the Mississippi River.. That's the way he
tells it, They wouldn't work . . . (laughter) . . . and when they

did work, they would generally drink it all up.

Yes, they-—each nationality worked as a group. And they also tried
to have the head man in the group also the same nationality if possi-
ble, which they did with some exceptions.

Q. Could he speak English at this time, do you know?

A. No,he couldn't speak English when he got here. Oh he eventually
learned English. Yes, he eventually learned it and was able to read
it and write it. He could read very well; of course, his writing
was limited, but he could do it. And on the job he was on that I
was telling you, his friend asked him to take over several coal chutes,
which he did. Well he had to write a report that went to the Union
Pacific Railroad. But he managed somehow to be able to fill the
report in and so forth, which apparently satisfied the railroad
officials, cause he was paid and so was his friend who had prevailed
on him to take this job. Because he had the contract, and he was
getting also x cents per every ton they unloaded.
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But speaking of learning, learning to speak English, I've got to tell
this one. He said that--I think he was a little over nineteen at

the time--they were working, I would say, about 30 miles west of Jeff
[Jefferson] City in Missouri. There was a group—-he worked with a
group of Italiansj they did their own cooking, they slept in tents,

and as they moved, they just picked up their tents and went on. They
felt that if they did not force him to do some purchasing of groceries,
it would take him quite a while to learn.

So they told him that, "Beginning such and such a time, you are going
to have to go to the grocery store and do the purchasing." Well, if

he decided he had to do it, T guess he had to do it. They kept repeat-
ing to him what to ask for, so he finally memorized the items——that

is in English memorized them~-and -took off to the grocery store. He
was able to make the purchase, got what he wanted--of course he
recognized what it was=--and would go on back to camp.

He said about the second or third time he had gone to the store, the
groceryman give him a pie. He'd never knew what a pie was, hadn't
seen one. Apparently the chap realized that this youngster doesn't
know what this item is, and by motions, whatever it was, he made it
clear to Dad that it was something you could eat. And he would find
it delicious. "So you take it back to your boys and eat it."

Well Dad started back to camp and he got to thinking, "I wonder how
good it is." So he said, "One bite shouldn't harm anything." He
said he took a bite of it and he decided that the boys camp need no
part of it. He liked it so well he sat down and ate all of it.
(laughter)

Q.  Well when he was working with the railroad, were he or any of the
men he knew involved with railroad unions?

A. No, there were no unions at the time; as far as I remember him
talking about unions, there were no unions at least where he worked.
However, he did say that there had been some talk of unionizing the
workers. But the work that he did, at least at the places where he
worked on the railroad, they were never unionized, no.

Q. So after he has worked with the rails for a while, he goes back
to ITtaly.

A. He goes back to Italy and gets married. Now of course in the
meantime, he not only worked for the railroads, but then he went into
coal mining. He left the railroads and went . . . . Let's get back—-
you said-~yes, he went back to Italy and got married.

Then came to the States, and at this time, he went to Colorado. And
was hoping that he could back with the Union Pacific, working in and

around the coal chutes. That's when he found that they were mechanizing

the coal chutes, and they were coming in with conveyors and so forth.
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And he used to refer to them as the patent chutes. So he couldn't—-
there was nothing for him to do.

In other words, he couldn't get a job around the coal chutes any
longer. Well, he decided to seek work elsewhere and went into the
coal mines.

Q. Did he start coal mining in Colorado?

A. He started coal mining in Colorado, but I don't . . . . Coal
Creek, Colorado, I do remember, now it was Coal Creek, Colorado.

Yes, Coal Creek, Colorado. While he was in Denver hoping to get

back on working for the railroad, he found out, like I mentioned
before, that type of work was going out of existence, and he couldn't
get any. But some friends told him. that an acquaintance of his from
Italy--the chap may have been ten years older than Dad--was living

in Coal Creek, Colorado, and there was work available in the coal
mines. And that is when he did go to Coal Creek, Colorado. He found
this friend, and he got a job, and boarded with him for some time.

I don't know how long it was; it couldn't have been too long hecause
he didn't stay there very long. Then he had heard that the coal mines
in Oklahoma were much better to work in than the ones in Colorado.

S50 he went to the coal fields in Oklahoma.in the southeastern part

of the state. Incidentally it was also a county seat. It was Wilbur-
ton, Oklahoma. That's where he was when Mother came to the States.

Q. So from Wilburton he wrote your Mother.
A. That's right.

Q. Come on over . . .

A. Come on over.

Q. And you were how old at that time?

A. I was approximately five years of age as I recall--well yes, about
five years old. :

Q. Had you started any schooling?

A. No, I had not started any schooling. I would have probably started
that fall. And when Mother decided to come to the States, she also
found that there was another young girl about her age who was also
coming to the States. She found out that this girl was going to the
same town in Oklahoma that she was going to. Although she was also
married and her husband was also living in Wilburtonm, Oklahoma . . . .
Of course it was not known to Mom at that time until she started to

get her papers ready and so forth, when she found that this other

young girl was coming. So they were both tickled to death. They

were going to leave on the same ship and go to the same town in the




Narrator (center) in Italy, approximately 1912.
Photo taken Sunday after church., Narrator is
flanked by his mother, Cesina Massaro, and her
nephew Frederick Santangelo. Frederick's
brother later joined the narrator's family in
Chicago.































































































































































































































































