PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of five tape recorded interviews con-
ducted by Josephine B. Saner for the Oral History Office of Sangamon State
University during the summer of 1975. Mrs. Saner transcribed the tapes and
edited the transcript. William J. Menghini reviewed the transcript.

William J. Menghini was born in Perugia, Italy on February 5, 1904.
Brought by his parents to America at the age of two, he spent most of his
early years and received his schooling in Springfield, Illinois. Forced
to leave school in the third year of his secondary education in order to
help support his family, he continued his training through practical experience
in the business world and by taking correspondence and night courses in
those subjects he felt would benefit him in his business career.

After a serles of jobs during his youth, he became manager of the auto
parts end of a local automobile dealership before he was out of his teens,
at a time when the automotive industry was still in its infancy. His will
to succeed, his keen intellect, his love of work . . . all combined to
enable him to build a career and a business which grew steadily from its
inception. He was a ploneer in the auto parts business, among the first
to go into wholesaling, to adopt data processing and to share his inventive
genius with other members of his field, through service in the various trade
associatlons to which he belongs.

Early able to spend most--of his winters away, first iIn Florida and
for the past seventeen years in Arlzona, he branched out into real estate,
had a brdef career as a banker, and twice founded newspapers, the last
being the Springfield Sun. An amateur magiclan, he has entertained thousands
of children and adults, always without taking a penny of fee. His inferest
in the automobile led him into seeking and obtaining the concession to put
on the races at the Illinois State Falr for several years, to know and
promote many of the famous racers at Indlanapolis and to obtain the first
boat concession at Lake Springfield.

Sports have always played a major role in Mr. Menghini's life from
his early days as a shinney player, through years of bowling for Rotary
and the Knights of Columbus, to his sustained love of golf. He cammot
attempt to estimate how many golf tournaments he has entered, but knows
he has won prizes in over two hundred. He has played around the world,
with many notable golfers.

His time in Springfield, when not devoted to business, is spent in
commnity service, mainly fund raising for the City's charitable organi-
zations, including the Mary Bryant Home for the Blind, the late St. James!
Trade School, the Red Cross, Knights of Columbus, United Fund. Among
many organizations to which he belongs, Rotary has been paramount in his
Interest and affections.




il

Mr. Menghini is a many faceted individual: self-made, successful
entrepreneur, contributor to his community, crusader for city betterment
through his jourmalistic efforts, sportsman and entertainer, husband of
a helpmate named Genevieve and father of a daughter, with three grand-
daughters.

Readers of this 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 1s
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State Universtiy is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memolr, nor for views ex—
pressed therein; these are for the reader to Judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and clted freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanlcal,
without permission from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University,
Springfield, Illinois 62708.
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Willlam J. Menghini, July 7, 1975, Springfield, Illinois.
Josephine B. Saner, Interviewer.

Q. Bill, I suppose the best way to start any interview is to start at
the begimning. Would you like to tell us where and when you were born?

A. Yes, I was born in 1904, February the 5th, and T was born in the
province of Perugla——P-E-R-U-G-I-A--in Italy.

And then when did you come to America?
1906.
Brought by your parents, of course.

Right.

Q
A
Q
A
Q. Do you have any memory at all of the trip across? How old were you?
A, Two, two years old.

Q. So you have no memory of that trip at all.

A, No memory of it at all, right.

Q. And where did your parents setfle when they came to America?

A,

Selbytown, Illinois; that's in Sangamon County, north of Springfield
Between Sherman and Williamsville.

Q. Is it still there?

A. No, nothing there, except a pile of shale where the old coal mine
used to be.

Q. What was there at the time you came? How large a commumnity was it?

A, Well, there were about twenty-five houses, and roughly, multiply
by four or five and you get an idea of how big it was, a hundred people
probably.

Q. Was this a company town, a mining company town? I think you told
me your father was a miner.

A. My father was a coal miner and thls was a mining town and the houses
were owned by the mining company, . . . the mining company was owned
by Buddy Kapp and Bill Ryan—former Mayor.[Kapp]. . .

Q. What was its name? -0f the company?
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A. T don't remember; I have no idea. No idea.
Q. Do you remember anything about that town? How long did you stay?

A. I remenber the coal mlne because they had a strike . . . for about
six months. They had conveyer chains to take up the coal to the top,
and during the idle period the birds had made nests in the buckets.

And like an idiot, 1 was climbing into this thing and Buddy Kapp caught
me and he really kicked me in the pants—-and justifiably so, because
if anybody had turned on the power I'd a been ground up into bits.

Q. Was he actually managing, Mr. Kapp?

A. T think Mr. Kapp was the manager of the mlne, or maybe it was just
ownershlp, but he was there a lot. And Mr., Ryan was there quite a bit.
Mr. Ryan was a strong politician . . . a Democrat politiclan in the
city, a political boss.

Q. What was his first name?

A. Bill. William J. Ryan.

Q. Speaking of William J., what does the J stand for in your name?

A. Joseph, William Joseph.

Q. And you stayed in Selbytown how long?

A, I think we moved iIn 1913. I was there for the first three years
of school, so that would bring me up till I was nine or ten years old.
There was no demand for coal for some reason or other and the mine
closed, permanently. My famlly moved to Kansas in a mining community,
and in less than two years we moved three times and in three different
schools? Near Pittsburg, one of the little towns I remember was named
Franklin, Kansas.

Then we came back to Springfield. And we moved out to the east end
of town, and I went to the Palmer School and to the Lincoln School.

My family moved around a lot.

Q. Now, during these years, pre-school years, were you speaking
English or Ttalian?

A. Ttallan first, but after the first grade, I picked up English.

Q. Were you in communities where most of the people were speaking
Italian?

A. In this little commnity they were all Italians.

Q. Do you remember having to learn English?
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A. Not really, but I remember my mother taking me to school the first
day; that's about all that 1 can remenber.

Q. This was in Selbytown?
A. Selbytown, Illinois, yes. We had one school.
Q. Do you remenber your teacher?

A. Yes, his name was Mr. Fugate, F-U-G-A-T-E. I don't remerber his
first name, but 1t was one great blg schoolroom from the first to the
tenth grade.

Q. To the tenth? That's unusual.

A, Called it the tenth then instead of sophomore. Yes, first to the
tenth.

Q. So you went there three to four years?

A. Three to four years. I think three would be probably more like

it but I can't pin it down that much. And then T was two years in

Kansas and then when I came back I went to the Palmer [school] and then

my family moved. We moved out on Jackson Street, so we moved into the
Lincoln School area and that brought me up to the seventh grade.

And now as nearly as I can remenber-—we were talking about the old

Central High-~I think that I went there in the seventh and I'm sure now that
T graduated there in the eighth grade. Then in my freshmen.year I went

to Springfield High which was the second year of the Springfield High.

Q. That's the present Springfield High School? That building was bullt?
A. The present Springfield High School, and I went there for two years
and the principal was Mr. Kingsbury. I knew hils first name, I mentlioned
it the other day. He's dead now. Oh, I'll have to think about it, T
know his name but I can't call it. I had Miss Graham for Egnlish teacher
which has been an interesting highlight of my life.

Q. Well, I'm sure you . . .

A. We've talked about it a lot. She still calls me Billy. (laughs)

Q. What did she teach you? What were some of the things you studied
in her class?

A, Just English.
Q. Just English.

A. We had a different teacher for each subject there, and I remenber
her very well,
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Q. Was this literature or were you working on grammar?

A. Grammar. I remenber the Latin teacher was a woman by the name of
Miss Boldon.

Q. Did you have Susan Wilcox? She was a famous teacher.

A, No, I didn't, but she was there . .

Q. And a great frined of Miss Graham.

A. Yes, yes, but I think I had Miss Graham, I'm pretty sure I did.
And then I had Mr. Barnes for geometry who was related to the, I think,
to the Schnepp and Barnes here in the city of Springfield.

Q. Did you graduate from the present high school?

A. No, I didn't, I dropped out in ny junior year.

Q. But I think you've had some education since then, quite a little.
(laughter) Why don't you tell me about that?

A. Quite a lot. Practical. Well, I didn't do much in the way of educa-

tion except work for about a couple of years. My first attempt to pick
up additional knowledge, I went to Brown's Business College and took up

typing.
Q. Where was Brown's Business College?

A, Right across the street from the downtown post office, in the Regis-
ter Bullding on the second floor.

Q. Was i1t a night school?

A. Day or night. I went at night, of course. And then I started
taking up courses at the YMCA.

Q. I didn't know the Y taught them.

A. Yes, they did. They had the adult education and they did a lot of
it, even before the Junior College.l

Q. Was that the public school system using the Y, or waa.it the Y
itself?

A. Just the Y using anybody they could get. In fact they recruited
me for a teacher in salesmanship after I tock the course for two years.

_ 1Junior College has been renamed Springfield College in Illinois.
[William J. Menghini]
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Q. That's the course you took there, salesmanship?
A. I took several courses.
Q. Who taught it?

A, Mr, Turner who was a competitor of mine in the auto parts business
(laughs). He was a college graduate. I took two years of commercial
law from Logan Giffin, Senator Logan Giffin, although he wasn't a
senator, he was just an attorney at the time. And I tock public speak-
ing and if I recall, it was Hugh Dobbs that taught the class in public
speaking. And, let's :see, what else did I take there? Then I started
going to—Junior High came into being, I forget just when it was. And
then I went to adult classes there.

Q. Do you mean Junior College?

A. Junior College. Did I say Junior High? Junior College, I'm sorry.
But T took the first course there, and I don't know why to this day,

I took soclology. (laughs) I don't think it did me any harm. And T
took some accounting. .

Q. Do you remenber just when that came into belng?

A. No, I don't, no T don't. But it was along, I guess, about eight or
ten years after I wag out of school.

Q. You took thesge courses over a period of years.

A. Over a period of time, T also took a course (laughs) with the
International Correspondence School in accountlng, and I'm not a

very good accountant now. (laughs) But it came in for a lot of help
80 I could check wp . . .

Q. Tt must have been the thing you thought you needed.

A. Yes, that's right, to check the people who were doing the account-
ing. I don't qualify as an accountant but I have enough to know what's

going on.

Q. Did you get any kind of certificate or anything from all these
courses?

A. No, I didn't get a thing, nothing.

Q. But you got a good education. (laughs)

A, Well, I hope so. It helped; at least it was a great help.

Q. If T may back up a little, you said that you went to work quite

early.. When we were talking the other day. Tell me about your early
Jjobs, How 0ld were you?
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A. I think I was fourteen and, let's see, I was still going to high
schodl at the time. T guess—no, I was fiffteen. Tt was my first year
in Springfield High, and I worked for Tolles the hatter, T-O-I-L~E-S.
He sold, made, hats and cleaned them.

Q. Where was his enmporium?

. That's 412 East Monroe where the B and F Toggery is now.

And what did you do?

=D

Well, primarily I was a clean up man and in cleaning hats. Although
I did learn a little bit on how to make a hat, I couldn't do it today.
We made hats made-to~order. People would come.in. Primarily derbies
in those days, believe it or not.

Q. And dld he have a thriving business?
A. Tt was a small business, but it was a profitable business.
Q. Do you remenmber what those first wages were?

A. Yes, I do, very distinectly. My first wage, going to school, was two
dollars and a half a week,

Q. What hours did you work?

A. Iet's see, I got out of school at 3:15 p.m. and I went over at 3:30 p.m.
and worked till six o'clock. And on Saturday at seven o'clock a.m. till
8ix o'clock p.m. for two dollars and a half a week. And I couldn't

get a raise. (laughs) I asked him for a fifty-cent raise and he

said, "If you think you can do better, why, take it." Really, in those
days there were not too many jobs. 'Then during the summer,-I worked for
him two summers, from 7:00 in the morning till 6:00 at night for seven
dollars and a half a week.

Q. How many employees were in this 1little hat store?
A. Mr. Tolles and his wife and. (laughs) That was it.
Q. Was this during World War I?

A. Well, let's see, World War I was what? 1917, 1918, ended in 1919.
Just prior.

Q. This was prior to that. You were fifteen you said. You should have
gotten that raise because . . .

A. T thought I was good, too, and he told me I was good. (laughs)
Q. All right, that's job nunber one. Where did you go next?
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A. Well then, I gult school and went to work for Elliot van Brunt
Company. They were Overland, Willys-Knight and Packard dealers. And
that was at 315 East Adams. There's a parking lot there now; they

Just tore that down not so long ago. It was occupled by the Montgomery
Ward Farm Store. That was i, that was part of it. We had the greater
part of that block. And then, my dad decided that I had to help support
the family, which bzoke my heart, but I had to quit school during that
period.

Q. Was your father unable to work at that time?

A. He was having problems with that miners' asthma which finally was
the cause of his death and we needed to have extra money coming in, so
I had to quit.

Q. How old were you when you quit school?

A, Sixteen.

. And then how much longer did your father 1live?

. Oh, he lived to be 65.

. And you supported how mény pecple, or helped support how many
eople?

. You had no brothers? You were the only boy?
. No brothers, I was the youngest.

Q
A
Q
P
A. I helped support ny three sisters, ny mother and father.
Q
A
Q. Did your sisters work?

A. Some of the time, yes. Yes they did; they worked some of the time.
They helped, that's right.

Q. All right. Now, what did you do at the second place? Elliot van
Brunt Company.

A. I was assistant to the manager in the parts department. I began
with cleaning up and that's where I learned the parts business, it
was the begimning of my career in the auto parts business.

Q. This was it, because you knew nothing about it beforehand probably
or had no particular interest?

A. No, but T had a great interest in automobiles and I didn't even
know how to drive. The job called for driving and I lied a little and
I told them I could, because I talked to the black man there who was the
Janitor and all-around man—fellow by the name of Archie ILogan, bless
his soul. He was there for years and years even after I left. I think
he was there almost till the time he died. He said, "If they'll glve
you the job, I'll teach you how to drive."
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So, the man in charge of the parts department was Peter A, Baker, and
I got the job and Archie Logan gave me one lesson and from that time
on I was on my own. But believe it or not, the first couple of days I
drove around in low cause I really didn't know any better. (laughs)
And the 0ld car . . . (laughs)

Q. What was the car you were driving?

A, It was a Willys-Knight truck, a Willys-Knight converted into a
truck, see, and I drove around two days overheating it, and then I
finally found out what the problem was. I wasn't shifting gears; in
those days you shifted gears. (laughs) But the interesting follow up
on this was that many years later I got Mr. Baker's job cause he went to
work for Chevrolet. I went to work for Ford for a while and then when
he left, Mr. Elliott called me back and gave me Mr. Baker's job. But
the follow up that I want to bring in here is that about ten years
later, they retired Mr. Baker because they thought he was too old.

Q. And how old was he?

A. OCh, probably sixty-five or maybe less, but then I hired him and he
worked for me untll he was almost eigthy years old., So that was an
interesting sidelight of my_ life, yes. I was very glad to be able to
do that. He was the father-in-law of Archie-—the clothing store on
South Fifth Street.

Q. Wilson, Arch Wilson.

A, Father-in-law of Arch Wilson. And he only died a few years ago.
I'm surprilsed that there were enough automobiles in that day to .

There weren't too many.

. » « to make a parts concermn necessary.

We did other things.

O D>‘§) > O

such as?

A. Such as helping out in the garage. I learned the mechanical end of
the business, which came in handy in the later years cause I know about
machine work and what to supply the dealers and that's a big part of
our business in the jobbing end of it to-day.

Q. And when did you go into business for yourself? Did it grow out
of thils experience here or did you work for other people first?

A, No, the Hudson and Essex dealership in this town was owned by the
Reisch family, Albert Reisch. They had Hudson and Fssex, so they asked
me to go to work for them to run their parts department which was part
of their dealership on South Fourth Street, Whlch is now occupled by
Tewis Tire Company I think.



























































































































































































































































































