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PREFACE 

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted 
by John Bucari for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University 
in October, 1972. Dan Horton edited the transcript. 

Mr. Menghini was born in Perugia, Italy, in 1904. He immigrated to 
Illinois with his family in 1906. He recalls life in a non-Italian 
neighborhood, felt no discrimination, and became a leader in the 
Springfield community. 

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 for 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. 



W i l l i a m  Menghini, October 19, 1972, Spr ingf ie ld ,  I l l i n o i s .  

John Bucari, Interviewer. 

9. I would l i k e  t o  s tar t  out by asking you when your family f i r s t  
moved here  t o  Springfield.  

Q. Were you with your parents  a t  t h a t  time, and how many brothers  and 
sisters did you have? 

A. Three sisters, no brothers .  I w a s  t h e  youngest of the  family. 

Q. What was  the  reason t h a t  your fa the r  moved t o  Springfield,  do you 
r e c a l l ?  

A. Well, I would j u s t  have t o  assume, but  I would say i t  was economic 
reasons, l i k e  most of t h e  immigrants i n  those days. They were looking 
f o r  b e t t e r  places. A b e t t e r  place,  I guess. 

Q. Now, how was he employed i n  19061 

A. H e  was a miner. A t  f i r s t  he worked on t h e  r a i l r o a d ,  he worked on 
the  o ld  I l l i n o i s  Traction. They w e r e  j u s t  laying new r a i l s  f o r  the  
I l l i n o i s  Traction. He worked on the  r a i l r o a d  f o r  severa l  years and then 
he went i n t o  t h e  mines. 

Q. What year d i d  your parents  come t o  the  country? 

Q. Were you born then i n  I t a l y ?  

A. No. We were here a l l  the  time. 

Q. When you f i r s t  moved t o  Spr ingf ie ld ,  d id  you move i n t o  an I t a l i a n  
community? 

A. Yes, f o r  a while we did.  My family moved i n t o  Selbytown, I l l i n o i s ,  
t h a t  does no longer e x i s t  anymore. Selbytown is  between Sherman and 
Will iamsvil le .  It was a mining community the re  t h a t  was primari ly 
I t a l i a n ,  although the re  were some Americans there .  

Q. When you moved t o  Springfield,  d id  you move i n t o  an Italian community? 

A. No, then we got away from it. 
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Q. And you were located i n  what p a r t  of the  c i t y ?  

A.  Well, f i r s t  w e  were i n  the  e a s t  p a r t  of t h e  tm, but only a shor t  
while. Then our home was 1926 South Eighth S t r e e t ,  r i g h t  by the  park 
out there .  

Q. Right by the  Lincoln's Home. 

A. W e l l ,  Eighth S t r e e t  is  Lincoln's Home but  we were on East Jackson. 
We were on East Jackson and w e  were on South Eighth Street by the  
Iles Park. Right on t h e  corner the re  on Eighth S t ree t .  

Q. So, you were more or  l e s s  not breaking i n t o  a new neighborhood, but 
you did  not l i v e  i n  an I t a l i a n  neighborhood. 

A. No, when we l ived  on South Eighth S t r e e t  I don't  think the re  was an 
I t a l i a n  the re  wi th in  ten  blocks o r  maybe more. 

Q. Do you be l i eve  t h a t  was a s t range circumstance f o r  t h a t  t i m e ?  

A. I would think so ,  because my family had f r iends .  She visited with 
them, but  they weren't i n  the  immediate neighborhood. 

Q. I see,  t h a t  was your mother you speak o f?  

A. My mother and fa the r  both. 

Q. Now, did your parents  speak I t a l i a n ?  

A. Oh yes, oh yes. I learned t o  speak I t a l i a n  before I spoke English. 
A t  home, you see, I spoke I t a l i a n .  

Q. Now, did they do business with I t a l i a n  merchants because t h e i r  
English was l imi ted .  

A. Only i n  the  grocery business I think. I know I used t o  accompany 
my mother t o  help her with her language and my dad too. W e  patronized 
a l l  the  s t o r e s ,  the  c lo th ing s t o r e s  and everything e l s e .  Only i n  the  
grocery I think and maybe imported food l i k e  t h e  Italian-American 
Importing, they patronized tha t .  

Q. Do you r e c a l l  any other s t o r e s  besides the  Italian-American? 

A. Well, John Vespa's, t h a t ' s  where we bought our grocer ies  a t  
F i f teenth  and Washington. Then when we moved south w e  bought from 
John Viola, on Ash S t ree t .  W e  bought from them f o r  a long t i m e .  

Q. Now, when you f i r s t  went t o  school, d id  you go t o  a parochia l  school 
or  d i d  you go t o  a public school? 

A. No, I never went t o  apa r ach i a l  school. I went t o  a public school 
i n  Selbytown, s t a r t i n g  with the f i r s t  grade on. 

Q. Because of the  predominately I t a l i a n  community, you did not 
experience any discrimination? 



A. Not i n  S e l b y t o n  a t  all, not a t  a l l .  

Q. But once you moved t o  Springfield i n  a predominately, perhaps 
Protes tant  area ,  d id  you? 

A. Oh, I never had any r e a l l y  d i f f i c u l t y ,  only i n  a mlnor way and 
ins ign i f i can t .  I 've never had any d i f f i c u l t y  on discrimfnation a t  a l l .  

Q. Nothing as f a r  a s  when you went t o  look f o r  a job? 

A. Not tha t  I know of.  I 've  never been conscious of i t .  In f a c t ,  see 
I've been i n  t h e  same business now f o r  47 years. So 1 only had very 
l i t t l e  experience with my other  jobs. They were before I went t o  high 
achool and while I was going t o  high school. 

Q. Now i n  what business d id  you s t a r t  out 47 years ago? 

A. Well, when I was going t o  high school, I worked f o r  the  successor 
of the  B & F Toggery over here. It was a qua l i ty  ha t  s t o r e .  I w u l d  
go t o  work a t  7:00 i n  the  morning, and then go t o  high school, and come 
back a-little a f t e r  3:30 i n  the  afternoon. I would work u n t i l  6:00 i n  
the  evening f o r  $2.50 a week. Way back when, t h a t  was my f i r s t  job 
t h a t  I can r e c a l l .  

Then I went t o  work for Elliot-Van Brunt Company who were the  only 
Willys-Knight dealers .  You probably never even heard of those cars.  
We handled old Willys-Knight and Packard, and I worked the re  a f t e r  
school i n  the  p a r t s  department. I then f i n a l l y  became t h e  p a r t s  manager 
and t h i s  auto  p a r t s  connection evolved from t h a t  f i r s t  deal  there .  
Then when I was ra the r  young, I had the  agency f o r  Hudson-Essex, you 
probably never heard of t h a t .  I d idn ' t  do too w e l l  i n  t h a t .  A t  t he  
end of m e  year,  I f a i l e d ,  and t h a t ' s  how I got i n t o  khe p a r t s  business.  
I was only 22 years o ld  when I s t a r t e d  SASCO and I didn ' t  s t a r t  i t  f o r  
myself. I s t a r t e d  it f o r  the  Reisch people here who had the  brewery. 
They had a car agency i n  here ,  i n  the  c i t y ,  on South Fourth, Central  
Moore Sales  Company it was known as.  And i n  connection with t h a t ,  they 
were t r y i n g  a wholesale par tner ,  but  they d idn ' t  understand it  too w e l l .  
I thought I d id  and from t h a t  S A W 0  was born. It was with t h a t  p a r t s  
business that w a s  o r i g i n a l l y s t a r t e d b y  Paul Bowman, who has a real 
e s t a t e  business here  i n  town. I think he 's  s t i l l  here.  

Q. EJow?:thXo was back $a..the depression you w e r e  speaking of.  Do you 
happen t o  r e c a l l  during t h e  depression any . . . 
A. This is a l s o  p r i o r  t o  the  depression, it  goes a l l  the  way back. 
~ e t ' s  see, I was working--going t o  school--for the  auto p a r t s  way back 
i n  1918. It goes way back. 

Q. Well, then you would r e c a l l  some of the  prohibi t ion  era .  

A. Oh, yes. 

Q. Can you r e c a l l  any tales, without mentioning any nanres, i f  you don't  
want t o ?  If  you want t o  mention some names--if there  a r e  some s t o r i e s  
t h a t  you might r e c a l l  of the  prohibi t ion  era--please mention them. 
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A. Well, I haven't thought mucb about i t .  I remember the  prohibi t ion  
e r a  very w e l l .  I guess w e  a l l  do t h a t  went through t h a t  era .  There 
were a l o t  of places where you could get  l iquor .  

Q. My point  1 ' m  ge t t ing  a t  is, many people have accused the  I t a l i a n s  
of being t h e  cause of the bootlegging era .  

A. Well, I th ink the  I t a l i a n s  were heavily involved, but  s o  were a l o t  
of o ther  people. I could name a l o t  of names here i n  town, I don't  th ink 
maybe I should. But I can remember, oh, I could give you a l o t  of names 
t h a t  weren't I t a l i a n .  But I a l s o  say t h a t  there  were a l o t  of I t a l i a n s  
i n  the  business of bootlegging. But they d idn ' t  have any exclusive on 
i t ,  I can t e l l  you tha t .  

Q. I have heard before t h a t  I t a l i a n s  had a hard t i m e  accepting prohibi t ion  
because they were unaccustomed t o  being without l o c a l  l iquors  they used as 
water, t h a t  was wine. To many of the  Europeans t o  be without an alcohol 
beverage was very unaccustomd. 

A. It is, they d idn ' t  do without. My parents  continued t o  make wine 
just l i k e  they did  a l l  t h e  time but  f o r  our own consumption. Many of the  
I t a l i a n  famil ies  t h a t  we knew d id  the  same thing.  They wouldn't qu i t .  I 
don't  th ink they thought i t  was i l l e g a l ,  they j u s t  looked a t  it  t h a t  i t  
wasn't anybody's business. It was, but they j u s t  continued t o  make t h e i r  
wine. W e  had wine r i g h t  along i n  prohibi t ion  days. 

Q. Now, do you r e c a l l  the  I t a l i a n  newspaper, La Nostra Terra? 

A. No, no, I don' t .  

Q. I wae wondering about what t h e  pos i t ion  of the paper wars a t  t h a t  time 
towards the  prohibit ion.  

A. When was i t  pr in ted?  

Q. In the  1920's. 

A. I remember II Progresso. They had a I1 Progress0 t h a t  was pr in ted  i n  
New York that my family took. It was j u s t  primari ly news about the  
I t a l i a n s .  I don't remember t h e  o ther  newspaper t h a t  you're t a lk ing  about. 

Q. That was a l o c a l  newspaper. 

A. Oh, a local newspaper. I don't  recall it  a t  a l l .  We d idn ' t  take it 
a t  a l l  and I don't remember who-we did  take the  P r ~ g r e s e o .  

Q. 1 was wondering i f  you might recall anything of the Italian community 
i n  the  coal mining areas .  Did they have a large union of coalminers? 
Were I t a l i a n s  predominately i n  the  United Mine Workers o r  were they i n  
t h e  Progressive Mine Workers? 

A. Both s ides ,  j u s t  a case of where they were. 

Q. What mine they worked i n ?  
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.A. Yes, t h a t  'a(-right . 
Q. I know one man who w a s  under John Lewis, who was an I t a l i a n  and 
I wondered i f  he might have a p u l l  f o r  the  I t a l i a n s  t o  jo in  one p a r t i c u l a r  
community o r  one p a r t i c u l a r  union. 

A. I don't th ink so. I don't  r e c a l l  f o r  su re  but  a s  I remember, of 
course they had a l o t  of long, b i t t e r  b a t t l e s ,  kil 'lingo hare between 
the two unions. But a s  I r e c a l l ,  they w e r e  on both s ides .  The 
geographical area  of the  mine might have had something t o  do with it. 
I th ink t h a t  probably had a l o t  t o  do with i t ,  more than t h e i r  own 
fee l ings  i n  t h e  matter. But I could be wrong. I do remember the  
b i t t e r  b a t t l e s  and I do remember the  k i l l i n g s  t h a t  ware here. 

Q. Where d id  some of those b a t t l e s  take place? 

A. Well, they had a k i l l i n g  across  the  s t r e e t  from the  Leland Hotel 
one t i m e  here,  between the  Progressives and the  United. They had some 
b i t t e r  f i g h t s .  I remember t h a t  very d i s t i n c t l y  where i t  was ca r r i ed  
i n  t h e  free press ,  a l l  over the  country. 

Q. Now I know t h a t  t h e  I t a l i a n s  were predominately i n  the  coa l  mining 
business i n  t h i s  area, not only i n  Spr ingf ie ld  but mny of the  outlying 
colmnunities. 

A. Yes, a l l  around Taylorvi l le ,  a l l  these  l i t t l e  towns around. 
Springfield had, I can remember, a l a rge  number of mines. One was on 
East Capitol  where they t o r e  down t h a t  Boiler  Works, t h e  Capitol  mine 
was there .  The Woodeide mine, the  one on the  way t o  t h e  a i r p o r t ,  they 
j u s t  t o r e  the  timber down not  so  long ago. There's one over the re  near 
the Sangam E l e c t r i c  t h a t  was to rn  down about eight o r  t e n  years ago. 
There was a mine out west I r e c a l l  very w e l l .  1 - t h i n k  it  was t h e  Woodside 
mine. There was another one out the re  j u s t  a l i t t l e  f a r t h e r  nor th  and a 
l i t t l e  b i t  w e s t  of t h e  I l l i n i  Country Club. You could see  it when I 
used t o  play golf  out the re ,  when the  mine was there ,  you could see i t  
at  t h a t  point .  

Q. Now, many people have wondered why the I t a l i a n  community i n  Springfield 
is la rge ly  a conservative,  o r  Republican community. Do you have any ideas  
how t h i s  came about? 

A. I r e a l l y  haven't  given i t  t h a t  much thought, but I am a Republican, 

Q. Many of the  I t a l i a n s  a r e  Republican, and it is  q u i t e  unusual. I n  
o ther  parts of the country they a r e  predominantly Democrats. 

A. The Republicans dominate more than t h e  Democrats, i n  the  I t a l i a n s ?  

Q. 1 have heard s t o r i e s  now--perhaps i f  I mention t h i s  t o  you, you ' l l  
think of i t -- that  many of t h e  I t a l i a n s  from the  area  whlch your family 
came from, which was Perugia, moved t o  Kaneas f i r s t .  In  Kansas, there  
was a l a rge  Republican Party.  

A. We l ived  out  the re  f o r  a couple of months. We knew a l o t  of people, 
t h a t ' s  true. 



Q. I n  Kansas? 

A. Yes. In Pi t t sburg ,  yes. 

Q. Now, doee t h a t  s t o r y  make sense t o  you? Perhaps the  I t a l i a n s  from 
which you came i n  I t a l y ,  your parents  came from, would have been i n  
Kansas. That was apredominatelyRepublican area?  

A. It could have had an e f f e c t ,  it could have credi ted  us w i t h  a 
conservative area.  It could very wel l  have. But I r e a l l y  don't  know 
i f  tha t ' g  it o r  not .  I can't even t e l l  you why 1'm a Republican, j u s t  
because I l ike  what they ' re  doing b e t t e r  than what the  Democrats a r e  
doing. 

Q. It has been a puzzle t o  many people. 

A. You're t e l l l n g  me something t h a t  I should know, but I didn ' t .  I 
assume t h a t  most I t a l i a n s  here  were Democrats. 

Q. You j u s t  assumed t h a t .  Because they ' re  a b e t t e r  party? 

A. Well, I don't know; because they say t h a t  the  Democratic Party i s  
downtrodden, I don't know. 

Q. You being a self-made man has been a u p l i f t i n g  t o  many younger 
I t a l i a n s .  I have heard your name mentioned many times a s  the  very b i g  
name i n  I t a l i a n  communities. 

A. I hope I have been some incent ive  t o  someone. 

Q. Have you any words of advice t o  the people, t h a t  they might wish to 
follow. i n  your foots teps?  

A. W e l l ,  I guess, a l l  the c l i ches  . . . I suppose. ( laughter)  Treat  
people honest ly,  I suppose would be t h e  predominant thing.  That 's  what 
w i l l  help you more than anything. I have es tabl ished that reputa t ion,  
and it helps a lot. People l i k e  t o  dea l  with an honest merchant. 

Q. So, you have always f e l t  t h a t  your honesty--regardless a5 t o  what 
people back i n  the  1930's f e l t  t h a t  I t a l i a n s  a r e  a l l  connected with the  
Mafia--you always f e l t  t h a t  t h a t  had never been any hinderance t o  you? 

A. No, I j u s t  went along and t r i e d  t o  t r e a t  everybody honestly. I ' m  
by nature  an ex t rover t ,  anyway. I joined t h e  I l l i n i  Country Club 35 
years  ago because they asked me,  and I became President  of Rotary 
beceuse,they asked me,  I didn ' t  go a f t e r  it. Like the Sangamo Club 
and all, I didn ' t  f ind  any discrimination.  I did  f ind  myself alone i n  
a l o t  of those places. A s  the  f i r s t  . I t a l i a n  t h a t  was President  of t h e  
Rotary, &nd I found myself very much alone at f l l i n i  Country Club f o r  
years,  although now things  have changed considerably. And t h e  same i s  
true of the  Sang- Club, I don't  know. A l o t  of my f r i ends  j u s t  
d idnt  t consider t h a t  I was an I t a l i a n .  They d idn ' t  give it too much 
thought. 

Q. They took you on your own? 
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A.  On my own merit. I th ink maybe t h a t ' s  the advice I 'd  maybe give 
people; go ahead and do what you th ink i s  r i g h t ,  and maybe i t ' l l  work 
out.  ~ o n ' t  bother  too  much what people have t o  say; when you're r i g h t ,  
you're r i g h t .  

I Q. You've always been an.American f i r s t ?  

A. I ' m  always glad t o  get back. I j u s t  got back from a t r i p ,  I enjoyed 
it  a lo t .  America has a l o t  of f a u l t s ,  but  1 haven't found anything t o  
take  the  place of it i n  my hea r t .  You'll f ind  out t h a t  i t ' s  a grea t  
country. The opportunities, they ' re  not  l i k e  they used t o  be, they say. 
 hat's not  so. There are more oppor tuni t ies  than when I s t a r t e d .  Today 
the  young men have a world of opportunity. Tho government w i l l  loan 
you money. I couldn't  raise $5000 t o  buy a business. It took m e  a 
long while.  

I Q. But you d i d .  

A. It took me a long while,  but  I did.  The oppor tuni t ies  a r e  g rea te r ,  
they are pu t t ing  young men i n  business all t he  t i m e .  we're doing i t  a l l  
t h e  t i m e .  A l l  you have t o  have i s  ambition. We put a young man i n  
business t h a t ' s  only twenty years  o ld  two years  ago. He  made a huge 
success, before  he could even s i g n  h i s  own papers. 

Q. Well, I appreciate your helping us. 

A. I hope I contr ibuted a l i t t l e .  

Q. I have heard your name mentioned, and I wanted t o  come i n  t o  see  
you because you have r e a l l y  been a b i g  name i n  the  I t a l i a n  community. 

A. You might be in te reo ted  t o  know t h a t  I ' m  i n  the  process of giking 
away t ha t  f i r s t  s t o r e  I s t a r t e d  with--SASCO--to my employees. 

I Q. Now, you're turning i t  over by stock? You're s e l l i n g  them the s tock?  

A. Yes, giving them the  stock based on the  45 employees involved,md 
they get one sha re  f o r  every year  they've been there .  By next year  
t h e y ' l l  have it a l l .  

I Q. Then y o u ' l l  retire t o  Arizona? 

A. No, I don't  intend t o  r e t i r e .  I s t i l l  have another business here. 
It 's an auto  p a r t s  business,  too,  but  i t  sells t o  places l i k e  SASCO, 
i t ' s  a wholesale. I know i t  is  kind of complicated t o  people t h a t  don' t  
understand the  p a r t s  b w i n e s s ,  but  t h i s  is what you would c a l l  a super 
d i s t r i b u t o r .  He sells t o  o ther  d i s t r i b u t o r s .  So SASCO was a wholesale 
distributor. That 's tho f i r s t  one I had. 

1 4. You're the middle man f o r  the middle man? 

A. Right, but  the  auto p a r t s  business is  such t h a t  i t  requ i res  a super 
d i s t r i b u t o r .  So by next year ,  they w i l l  own it. 

Q. I commend your outstanding work i n  the community. 



A. Wall, 1'm not really a part now. For 25 years I was involved in 
everything you could think of. I was head of many drives. I was a 
dollar-a-year man for the government during the war. 

Q. You have here--To William J. Menghinf of the Springfield Auto 
Supply Company. 

A. That's SASCO. That's a National Activist Award for SASCO. I was 
p a s t  president of the National Association; I didn't find any 
discrimination in it at all. They were all my friends. I'm past 
director of the Engine Rebuilders ,  was a director for eight years. 
I was head of the eig4th ward for a year. I was in Red Cross dtives, 
Community Fund, I enjoy it. I think that's necessary for success. I 
think it is necessary to get out in the community and do some work. 

Q. Well, I thank you very much. 

A. I'm glad I could squeeze in a little time. 

END OF TAPE 


