
PREFACE 

This m u s c r i p t  i s  the product of five tape recorded interviews con- 
ducted by Josephine B. Saner fo r  the O r a l  History Office of Sangmn State 
University during the s m e r  of 1975. Mrs. Saner transcribed the tapes and 
edited the transcript.  W i l l i a m  J. &n@ini reviewed the transcript.  

W i l l i a m  J. kngpini was born i n  Pemgia, I t a ly  on February 5, 1904. 
Brou@t by h i s  parents t o  America a t  the age of two, he spent most of h i s  
early years and received his  schooling i n  Springfield, I l l ino i s .  Forced 
t o  leave school i n  the th i rd  year of h is  secondary education in order t o  
help support h i s  family, he continued h i s  training t h r o u  practical experience 
i n  the business world and by taking correspondence and night courses i n  
those subjects he f e l t  would benefit him in his  business carreer. 

After a ser ies  of jobs during his youth, he becam rmnager of the auto 
par ts  end of a local  automobile dealership before he w a s  out of h i s  teens, 
a t  a time when the automotive industry was still  i n  i ts  infancy. H i s  w i l l  
t o  succeed, h i s  keen in te l l ec t ,  h i s  love of work . . . all combined t o  
enable him t o  build a career and a business which grew steadily from i t s  
inception. He was a pioneer i n  the auto parts business, among the first 
t o  go in to  wholesaling, t o  adopt data processing and t o  share h i s  inventive 
genius with other merrbers of h is  f ie ld ,  t h m m  service i n  the various trade 
associations t o  which he belong.  

Early able t o  spend most of his winters may, first i n  Florida and 
for  the past seventeen years i n  Arizona, he branched out in to  real estate, 
had a bHef career as a banker, and twice founded newspapers, the l a s t  
being the Springfield Sun. An amateur rmgician, he has entertained thousands 
of c h i l h n  and adults, always without taking a penny of fee. His in teres t  
i n  the autombile led him in to  seeking and obtaining the concession t o  put 
on the races at the I l l ino i s  State Fair for  several years, t o  know and 
promote many of the famous racers a t  Indianapolis and t o  obtain the Erst 
boat concession at Lake Springfield. 

Spofis have always played a major role i n  M r .  Wn@inits  l i f e  from 
his early days as a shinney player, through years of bowling fop Rotary 
and the Knipj~ts of Columbus, t o  h i s  sustdned love of golf. He  cannot 
attenqst t o  estimate how rnany golf townamnts he has entered, but knows 
he has won prizes i n  over two hundred. H e  has played mound the world, 
with many notable golfers. 

His time 3x1 Springfield, when not devoted t o  business, is  spent i n  
c o m i t y  service, mainly h d  rais ing for  the City's charitable organi- 
zations, including the Maxy Bryant Home for  the Blind, the l a t e  St.  Jm! 
Trade School, the Red Cross, Kni&ts of Colwnbus, United Fund. Among 
many organizations t o  which he belongs, Rotary has been paramunt i n  h i s  
in teres t  and affect1 ons. 



lk. kn-i i s  a mamy faceted individual: self-mde, successful 
ent rep~nelar ,  contributor t o  h i s  community, crusadw for  c i ty  b e t t e m n t  
throupj~ his journalistic e f for ts ,  sportsman and entertainer,  husband of 
a helpmate named Genevieve and father  of a d a w t e r ,  with three grand- 
daughters. 

Readers of t h i s  o ra l  history mrnoir should bear i n  mind that it is  
a transcript of the spoken word and that  the interviewer, m a t o r  and 
edi tor  sou&t t o  preserve the informal, conversational s ty le  that is 
inherent i n  such h i s to r i ca l  sources. Sangamn State  Unlverstiy is not 
responsible f o r  the factual  accuracy of the mmoir, nor fo r  views ex- 
pressed therein; these are fo r  the reader t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and c i ted  freely. It m y  not be 
reproduced in whole o r  i n  part  by ariy means, electronic or mechanical, 
without permission f k o m  the Oral History Office, Sangamon State  University, 
Sp~ingf ie ld ,  I l l ino i s  6270 8. 
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W i l l i a m  J. Menaini, July 7, 1975, Springfield, I l l ino i s .  
Josephine B. Saner, Tntemiewer. 

Q. Bill, I suppose the best way t o  start any interview is  t o  st& a t  
the beginning. Would you l ike  t o  t e l l  us where and when you were born? 

A. Yes, I was born in 1904, February the 5th, and I w a s  born i n  the 
province of Perugia-P-E;-R-U-G-I-A--in I taly.  

Q. And then when did you come t o  h r i c a ?  

A. 1906. 

Q. BrOWt by your parents, of course. 

A. Right. 

Q. Do you have any memory a t  a l l  of the t r i p  across? How old were you? 

A. !Iho, &WO years old. 

Q. So you have no mmry of that  t r i p  at all ,  

A. No rr~rnry of it at all, right. 

Q. And where did your parents s e t t l e  when they cam t o  America? 

A. Selbytown, I l l inois ;  tha t ' s  in Sanguwn County, north of Springfield 
Between She- and Williamsville. 

Q. Is it still  there? 

A. No, nothing there, except a p i l e  of shale where the old coal mine 
used t o  be. 

Q. What was there a t  the tim you cam? How large a cormunity was it? 

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

Q. Was this a company tm, a mining company town? I think you to ld  
me your father w a s  a miner. 

A. My father was a coal llliner and t h i s  was a mining town and the houses 
were owned by the mining corrrpany, . . . the mining company was owned 
by Buddy Kapp and B i l l  man-fomr Mayor. [&pp]. I . 

Q. What was i t s  m? - O f  the company? 



W i l l i a m  J. Men-&ini 

A. I don't r e m h e r ;  I have no idea. No idea. 

Q. Do you rerrmber anything about that  town? How long did you stay? 

A. I remember the coal mine because they had a s t r ike  . . . for  about 
s i x  mnths. They had conveyer chains t o  take up the coal t o  the top, 
and during the i d l e  period the birds had made nests i n  the buckets. 
And l ike  an id io t ,  I was clirbing in to  t h i s  thing and Buddy Kapp caught 
me and he real ly kicked me i n  the pants--and just i f iably so, because 
if anybody had turned on the power I ' d  a been ground up into b i t s .  

Q. Was he actually managing, M r .  Kapp? 

A. I think M r .  Kapp was the rrEunager of the d n e ,  o r  mybe it was just 
ownership, but he was there a l o t .  And Mr. man was there quite a b i t .  
MF. Ryan was a strong poltitician . . . a Democrat poli t ician in the 
ci ty,  a pol i t ica l  boss. 

Q. What was his first name? 

A. B i l l .  W i l l i a m  J. man. 

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

A. Joseph, W i l l i a m  Joseph. 

Q. And you stayed i n  S e l b y t m  how long? 

A, I t h b k  we moved i n  1913. I was there for  the first three years 
of school, so that  would bring me up till I w a s  nine or  ten years old. 
There was no derrand for coal fo r  some reason o r  other and the mine 
closed, perrrauently . bQ farrdly mved t o  Kansas in a m h h g  community, 
and in  l e ss  than two years we moved three times and i n  three different 
schools? Near Pittsburg, one of the l i t t le  towns I remnber was namd 
Franklin, Kansas. 

Then we came back t o  Springfield. And we mved ~ u t  t o  the east end 
of town, and I went t o  the P a l m s  School and t o  the Lincoln School. 
Y@ family mved around a l o t .  

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

A. I t a l i an  f i r s t ,  but a f t e r  the Erst grade, I picked up English. 

Q. Were you i n  corrmmnities where most of the people were speaking 
I tal ian? 

A. In t h i s  l i t t l e  cormunity they wepe a l l  I tal ians.  

Q. Do you remnber having t o  learn W U s h ?  
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A. Not really, but I remeher my mother taking m t o  school the first 
day; tha t ' s  about a l l  tha t  I can renmber. 

Q. This was i n  Selbytown? 

A .  Selbytown, I l l inois ,  yes. We had one school. 

Q. Do you remerrber your teacher? 

A. Yes, h i s  name was M r .  Fugate, F-U-G-A-T-E. I don't remerher h is  
first name, but it was one great big schoolroom *om the f i r s t  t o  the 
tenth grade. 

Q. To the tenth? That's unusual. 

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

Q. So you went there three t o  four years? 

A. Three t o  four years. I think three would be probably nope like 
it but I can't pin it down that  much. And then I was two years i n  
Kansas and then when I came back I went t o  the Palmer [school] and then 

family moved. We mved out on Jackson Street,  so we moved in to  the 
U c o l n  School area and that brought me up t o  the seventh pade .  
And now as nearly as I can remember--we were talking about the old 
Central High--I think tha t  I went there i,Sa the seventh and I'm sure now tk. 
I graduated  he^ i n  the: eighth grade. T!xn In w freshman year I went 

t o  Springfield Hi& which w a s  the second year of the Springfield High. 

Q. ?bat s the p ~ s e n t  Springfield Hi@ School? That building was buil t?  

A. The p ~ s e n t  Spr?ngMeld Hi@ School, and I went there for two years 
and the principal was MP. Kingsbury. I h e w  his  first r m ~ ,  I lrentioned 
it the other day. He's dead now. Oh, 1'11 have t o  think about it, I 
how h i s  name but I can't c a l l  it. I had Miss Graham fox- Egdish teacher 
which has been an interest ing highlight of w l i f e .  

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

A. We've talked about it a l o t .  She still  ca l l s  B i l l y .  (laughs) 

Q. What did she teach you? What were sorne o f t h e  t h i w  you studied 
In her class? 

A. Just Ehglish. 

Q. Just English. 

A. We had a &iffwent teacher for  each subject there, and I remmber 
her very well. 
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Q. Was this l i t e ra tu re  o r  were you working on grasnnar? 

A. Gramtmr. I rerrmber the Latin teacher was a woman by the mm 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 t o  the, I think, 
t o  the Schnepp and Barnes here in the c i ty  of Springfield. 

Q. Did you graduate f r o m  the present hfgh school? 

A. No, I didn't, I dmpped out in rr~y junior year. 

Q. But I think you've had some education since then, quite a l i t t l e .  
(laughter) Why don't you t e l l  re about that? 

A. Quite a l o t .  Practical,  Well, I didn't do much i n  the way of educa- 
t ion  except work for about a couple of years. My first attempt t o  pick 
up additional howledge, I went t o  Brown's Business College and took up 
typing* 

Q. Where was Brown's Business College? 

A. Right across the s t ree t  fiom the downtown post office, in the Regis- 
t e r  Building on the second floor. 

Q. Was it a night school? 

A. D a y  or night. I went a t  ni@t,  of course. And then I star ted 
taking up courses a t  the YMCA. 

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

A. Yes, they did. They had the adult educationand they did a l o t  of 
it, even before the Junior ~ o l l e ~ e . 1  

Q. Was that  the public school system using the Y, o r  w a a  it the Y 
it se l f?  

A. Just the Y using anybody they could get. In fact they r e c d t e d  
me for  a teacher in s a l e s m h i p  a f t e r  I took the course for  two years. 

b u d o r  College has been renamd Springfield College i n  I l l inois .  
[William J. hnghini]  
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Q. That's the course you took there, sa lesmship?  

A. I took several courses. 

&. Who taught it? 

A. M r .  Turner who was a c o q e t i t o r  of mine i n  the auto par%s business 
(laughs). He  w a s  a college graduate. I took two years of c o m r c i a l  
l a w  from Logan Giffin, Senator Low G i f f h ,  although he wasn't a 
senator, he w a s  just  an attorney a t  the tim. And I took public speak- 
ing and if I recal l ,  it was Hugh Dobbs that  taught the class i n  public 
speaking. And, l e t ' s  .see, what e lse  did I take there? Then I starSted 
going to--Jmior H i &  cam into being, I forget j u s t  when it was. And 
then I went t o  adult classes there. 

Q. Do you man Junior College? 

A. Junior College. Did I say Junior High? Junior College, I ' m  sorry. 
But I took the first course there, and I don't know why t o  t h i s  day, 
I took sociology. (laughs) I don't think it did me any harm. And I 
took so= accounting. . 

Q. Do you remnJ3er just when that  cam into being? 

A. No, I don't, no I don't. But it was along, I guess, about eight or  
ten years a f t e r  I wax out of school. 

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

A. Over a period of tim. I also took a course (laughs) with the 
International Correspondence School i n  accounting, and I ' m  not a 
very good accountant now. ( l a m s )  But it came i n  for  a l o t  of help 
so I could check up . . . 
Q. It must have been the t h h g  you t h o w t  you needed. 

A. Yes, tha t ' s  right,  t o  check the people who were doing the account- 
ing. I don't qualify as an accountant but I have enough t o  how what's 
going on. 

Q. D i d  you get any kind of cer t i f ica te  o r  anything fkom a l l  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 leas t  it was a mat help. 

Q. If I m y  back up a l i t t l e ,  you said that  you went t o  work quite 
ea r ly . .  When we were talking the other day. Tell  about your early 
jobs. How old w e r e  you? 
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A. I think I was fourteen and, l e t ' s  see, I w a s  s t i l l  going to-high 
schoibl a t  the time. I guess-no, I was f i f teen.  It was f i r s t  year 
i n  Springfield Hi*, and I worked fo r  Tolles the hat ter ,  T-0-GLE-S. 
He sold, rrade, hats and cleaned them. 

Q. Where was h i s  emporium? 

A. That ls 412 East Monroe where the B and P Toggery is now. 

Q. And what did you do? 

A. Well, primwily I was a clean up ran and in cleazning hats. Although 
I did learn a l i t t l e  bit on how t o  make a hat,  I couldn't do it today. 
We mde hats mde-to-order. People would come,in. Primwily derbies 
i n  those days, believe it o r  not. 

Q. And did he have a thriving business? 

A. It was a small business, but it was a profitable busbess . 
Q. Do you remrrJ3er what those first wages were? 

A. Yes, I do, very dist inct ly.  My first wage, going t o  school, was two 
dollars and a half a week, 

Q. What hours did you work? 

A. Let ls  see, I got out of school a t  3:15 p.m. and I went over at 3:30 p.m. 
and worked till s i x  olclock. And on Saturday at seven o'clock a.m. till 
s i x  olclock p.m. fo r  two dollars and a half a week. And I couldnlt 
get a raise. (laughs) I asked him for  a fifty-cent ra ise  and he 
said, "If you think you can do bet ter  , why, take it . '' Really, in those 
days there were not too rrany jobs. Then during the s m r ,  I worked fm 
him two s m m ,  from 7: 00 i n  the morning till 6 : 00 a t  night fo r  seven 
dollars and a half a week. 

&. How rn employees were Fn t h i s  l i t t l e  hat store? 

A. M r .  Tolles and his wife and. (laughs ) That was it. 

&. Was this dMng World War I? 

A. Well, l e t ' s  see, World War I was what? 1917, 1918, ended i n  1919. 
Just prior.  

Q. This was prior  t o  that. You were f i f teen  you said. You should have 
gotten that raise because . . . 
A. I t h o w t  I was good, too, and he to ld  me I w a s  good. (laughs) 

9. A l l  riat, that l s job n w e r  one. Where did you go next? 



A. Well then, I quit school and went t o  work for  Ell iot  van Brunt 
Coqany. They were Overland, Willys-Knight and Packard dealers. And 
that  was at 315 East A d a n a .  There's a parking l o t  there now; they 
just fore that  down not so long ago. It was occupied by the Montgomery 
W a r d  Farm Store. ?hat was  it, that  was part of it. We had the greater 
part of that  block. And then, w dad decided that  I had t o  help support 
the famLly, which bmke rqy heart, but I had t o  quit school during that  
period. 

Q. Was your father unable t o  work at that  t k ?  

A. He was having problem with that miners1 asthm which f i n a l l y  was 
the cause of h i s  death and we needed t o  have extra money codng in, so 
I had t o  quit. 

Q. How old were you when you quit  school? 

A. Sixteen. 

Q. And then how much longer did your father l ive? 

A. Oh, he lived t o  be 65. 

Q. And you supported how & people, o r  helped support hai  wny 
people ? 

A. I helped support three s i s t e r s ,  mother and father. 

Q. You had no brothers? You were the only boy? 

A. No brothers, I w a s  the youngest. 

Q. Did your s i s t e r s  work? 

A. Some of the tim, yes. Yes they did; they worked som of the time. 
They helped, tha t ' s  r ight .  

Q. A l l  ri@-it. Now, what did you do a t . t h e  second place? Ell iot  van 
Brunt Company. 

A. I was assistant t o  the mmger in  the parts departrrent. I begm 
with cleaning up and tha t ' s  where I learned the parts business, it 
was the b e @ m b g  of w career i n  the auto parts business. 

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

A. No, but I had a great interest  i n  automobiles and I didn't even 
know how t o  drive. The job called for driving and I l i ed  a l i t t l e  and 
I told  them I could, because I talked t o  the black man there who was the 
janitor and all-around mn-fellow by the nam of Archie Logan, bless 
his soul. He w a s  there for  years and years even a f t e r  I l e f t .  I think 
he was there ams t  till the time he died. He said, ''If they ' l l  give 
you the job, I'll teach you how t o  &lwe. lt 
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So, the m in charge of the parts depmtmnt was Peter A. Baker, and 
I got the job and Archie Logan mve me one lesson and from that  time 
on I was on w own. But believe it o r  not, the first couple of days I 
&we around; i n  low cause I real ly didn't bow any better.  (laughs) 
And the old car . . . (laughs) 

Q. What was the car you were driving? 

A. It w a s  a Willys-Kni&t truck, a Willys-Knight converted in to  a 
truck, see, and I drove around two days overheating it, and then I 
final ly found out w h a t  the problem was. I wasn't shif t ing gears; i n  
those days you shifted g e m .  (laughs) But the interesting follow up 
on t h i s  was that  many years l a t e r  I got M r .  Baker's job cause he went t o  
work for  Chemle t .  I went t o  work fo r  Ford for  a while and then when 
he le f t ,  M r .  E l l io t t  called me back and mve me M r .  Baker's job. But 
the follow up that I want t o  b ~ i n g  i n  he= i s  that  about ten yews 
l a te r ,  they re t i red  Mr. Baker because they thought he was too old. 

Q. And how old was he? 

A. Oh, probably sixty-five or  rraybe less ,  but then I hired him and he 
worked for  me unt i l  he was aLnzost e i w  years old. So that  was an 
interesting sidel i&t of w:-l i fe ,  yes. I was very glad t o  be able t o  
do that .  He was the father-in-law of Archie--the clothing store on 
South Fif th Street.  

Q. Wilson, Arch Wilson. 

A. Father-in-law of Arch Wilson. And he only died a few years a@. 

Q. I ' m  surprised that  there were e n o w  automblles in that  day t o  . . . 
A. There weren't too rrany. 

Q. . . . t o  m k e  a pa%s concern necessary. 

A. We did other thfngs. 

Q. Such as? 

A. Such as helping out i n  the wage. I learned the ~llechanical end of 
the business, which c a m  i n  handy i n  the l a t e r  years cause I know about 
mchine work and what t o  supply the dealers and tha t ' s  a b i g  paY.t of 
our business in the jobbing end of it to-day. 

Q. And when did you go in to  business for  yourself? Did it pow out 
of this experience here o r  did you work fo r  other people f i r s t ?  

A. No, the Hudson and Essex dealership in th i s  town was owned by the 
Reisch M l y ,  Albert Reisch. They had Hudson and Bsex, so they asked 
me t o  go t o  work for  them t o  run the i r  parts departnmtwhich was part 
of the i r  dealership on South Fourth Street, which is now occupied by 
Lewi s  Tire Company I think. 




























































































































































































