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Samuel A. Sgro, Springfield, Illinois, Jamuary 31, 1972,

Jim Krohe, Interviewer.

Q: When was the first time your family opened a store?

A: The very late 1800's. The original store was built on Ninth and
Carpenter Streets. This was in an ethnie neighborhood, predominantly, at
that time, Italian and Irish. On the other side of the tracks, which is
Tenth and Carpenter continuing over to Fifteenth Street, was predaminantly
German and Jewish. Same of the well-known names in Springfield today,
like Stern and Gingold and Barker-Lubin, all lived in that particular
neighborhood. This was the area north of Miller Street between Eleventh
and Fifteenth. South of Reynolds Street was an area that was inhabited
mostly by Negroes, where now stands the John Hay Homes.,

The few stores that were in the neighborhood at that time were Campo's,

ours, and Rechner's. They were actually centers for activity in each
neighborhood. Gossip was passed and food was prepared and so forth.

It's samething that reeks with nostalgia now. Our store, or my grandfather's
store at the time, was a center for the Italian-speaking people who

couldn't use the English language too well. My grandfather was one of

the fortunate ones who knew how to read and write in Italian and in

English. Consequently his store served as a clearing house for most of

the business transacted in the neighborhood, not only in food, but legal
documents and so forth.

Coal miners were predaninant in the area, because Springfield at that
time had many coal mines within the city limits. And just adjacent to
Springfield were many more coal mines. Consequently the whole area, both
German and Italian, were predominantly coal miners.

Q: Is that why they came to this area? Looking for work?

A: Yes. There was an abundance of coal mines, and the demand for labor
was great at that time. I can remember as a little kid that during the
winter, times were booming because the coal mines operated every day.
Overtime and so forth was unheard of as far as pay goes, but the hours
were there. I can remember same of the miners talking about ten, twelve,
and fourteen hour days. During the summertime the store became a focal
point, not really by choice, but by necessity, simply because they had to
charge everything,

Are you faniliar with the Mill Restaurant? (A well-known and rather
expensive local supper club., Ed.) It used to be a grocery store. Cohen
owned it, a Jewish family. He catered to the Jewish and German people at
that time. After the so-called Great Depression was over he changed it
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to a snack shop, catering to the Pillsbury Mills people. They liked the
food so well that he grew to what he is today.

By contrast, my grandfather was an importer of linens, artwork, bedspreads
and so forth--things that you don't see today. When his sons John and
Frank became older they were encouraged to open up other stores. They
called 'em the "Citizens' Markets." There were John, Frank, Pete, and my
father (Anthony. Ed. note). Joe, of course, was the youngest of the
family, and was a butcher at the hame store. Then they branched out to
the southwest, to Ninth and Washington Streets, which at the time was
ninety-five per cent white. This was the first supermarket in the State
of Illinois.

Q: When was this?

A: I would say in the late 1920's or early 1930's. It was on the southwest
corner of Ninth and Washington Streets, which today is a vacant lot, I
think that in subsequent years Midas Muffler was the last business I know
of that was there. The building had been partitioned off. Prior to that
time it was quite a large building. I can remember as a kid going with

my father and buying whole flocks of chickens, whole fields of potatoes—-
before they were picked--and the chickens being transported back to the
store in cases . . . you know, live in boxes. In those days they didn't
have a central checkout, but they had f{ifteen registers, and each department
checked out its own things.

Let me get back to the original store. The store flourished. Prior to
the Depression, during Prohibition I should say, there was quite a controversy
as to why the store was growing and everything. During those days I think
there was a lot of problems among ethnic groups, among the pro-bootleggers
and the ones that were against alcohol in any form. My grandfather's
store was blown up because he wouldn't submit to extortion, or "protection"
as it was called. So he rebuilt the store and it was blown up a second
time. Finally peace was made, and they allowed us to contimue business

as usual, It used to be a hotbed around there. I can remember same of
the homes adjacent to the store mysteriously blowing up in the middle of
the night, when they had their stills in the basement. They weren't
controlling them and away they went! (laughter)

Q: In all the reading I've done about Springfield's history I've never

run across any mention of any sort of bootlegging, either local manufacturing
or distributing, much less anybody's store being blown up by the protection
rackets.

A: It happened, but nobody talks about it. Bootlegging was not done, I
don't believe, on a large scale here in Springfield. I think most of the
people did it much the same way as the guy who goes fishing without a
license. You know, he says, "The heck with it. I'm not going to adhere

to this govermment regulation."” Anyway, I would say that most of the

people in Springfield, in one way or another, participated in anti-govermment
regulations concerning Prohibition.

That was an interesting era, where a good many of the people who did
bootleg, and did sell their product to the speakeasies--at the time there
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were numerous ones throughout the whole city--became rather wealthy. But
as far as organized crime goes, I don't really think there was too much
in Springfield at the time. That was just an era, a phase the grocery
store went through. There's still many homes around that neighborhood,
that were owned by Gemmans, by Italians, and by Jews, that the basement
tunnels out to the back alley, and a man-hole-type cover was lifted off.
They could put whatever they were making in their basements into their
cars for transportation. 1 can remember going in some of those mazes
when I was a kid.

Q: I'm still curious about the early neighborhood when your family first
got into the business.

A: Well, the business started out with my grandfather being interested

in a permanent location. Prior to opening a formal store, my grandmother
used to bake bread and they used to put it on pushcarts. This was prior

to the mess distribution of bread, and at the time, many people said,
"Store-bought bread? You've got to be crazy. It'll never go." So John
and Frank used to peddle the bread on the carts all around the neighborhood
for as far away as ten blocks. The bread business becane very good, and
my two aunts and my grandmother were baking bread contimiously. Then my
grandfather branched out into importing olive o0il and importing some

linens and so forth, and decided that the cart would no longer be sufficient
to display and sell the wares.

They got into the grocery business as a amall frame structure that eventually
blossaned into a two-story brick structure that still stands today. They
moved upstairs., This was the comon practice at the time--to live above
your business. I don't know why, perhaps it was for business or protection.
Then they branched out from that into the "Citizen's Markets" which, at

its zenith, included five markets. The brothers, of course, as with most
families, decided that each would pursue his own goal rather than pursue

a camon goal. Thus, the chain no longer stayed intact. Consequently,

the only two stores remaining were the one on Ninth and Carpenter, which

was the home store, and the one that my father had purchased fram Theodore
Riesenhardt in the early 1900's. Prior to that time, it was owned by a

man by the name of Miller, who was Jewish. It showed the changing ethnic
pattern of the neighborhood from Jewish to German and back to a quasi-Italian -
store. But we had a mixture of everybody in the store.

Q: Some of the older ladies in the neighborhood who were loathe to shop
anywhere else always made it a point to shop at "Sgro's." How did this
loyalty develop?

A: I think over the years you get to know people's habits., And I mean

not only their eating habits; but their idiocyncracies and everything. 1
think that if I'd turned my collar around I could have been a Father
Confessor. (laughter) But after a while, through familiarity and acceptance
on both sides, people were not reluctant to tell you their problems. You
knew their financial difficulties, their sickneasses, and their desires.

Certain people would cane in and I would know exactly what they were
going to order, because their eating habits never changed. Maybe once in
a while they'd have a party, and they would vary their buying habit by as




Samuel A. Sgro 4

much as five dollars for something they nommally didn't buy. I could
almost tell to the pound what people were going to buy from week to week.
This shows that the eating habits of most families stayed rather steady,
no matter where they shopped. It was gratifying on my part to anticipate
what they were gonna order. I knew what kind of steak they would buy,
what kind of ground beef they wanted, and who wanted it ground once and
who wanted it ground twice.

Certain individuals would bring their own containers thinking that their's
was cleaner than the paper goods the store put out. It was kind of a
funny thing, a man comedy, if you will, The Saladino family, who had
been there since the early 1900's was an example. Mrs. Saladino's
idiocyncracies ran along the lines that she washed everything, everything.
She'd take a T-bone steak hame and it got scrubbed before it went 1Enfo
her pan. 1 asked her one time why she felt that she had to wash everything.
It seems that in the old country she went to a slaughterhouse that had no
standards of any kind. They would merely whack the animal on the head
with an axe and then have a muile drag the bleeding carcass across the
ground, They they would hang it onto a fly-infested rack in an open shed
and butcher it without cutting off any section. They just butchered
hunks of meat off. This was so prevalent in her mind that it got to a
point where she wouldn't eat meat. Her family liked it, but she wouldn't
eat the meat herself. Incidentally, she has a story about the time she
came over to this country on the boat as a very young girl. She was so
frightened that she had a veil on her head and never took it off the
whole trip. (laughter)

Q: Wwhen did Concordia College open its doors? What effect did it have
on the business?

A: OQur business centered around Concordia College. I think it was
established in the 1800's, the 1890's or maybe even predating the 1890's.
[The college, a Lutheran Seminary, opened its doors in 1846. Ed.] It was
strongly German in nature. This was why I was able to pick up a half-way
conversational German--by just being associated with the people and doing
a daily business with them. At one time, every professor at the college
traded at the store. You got to know the college as if it were a living
thing.

We, of course, supplied the dormitories. Right after the war, I believe
their enrollment was at its greatest peak. It seemed as though aften the
Second World War there was a religious revival that swept the whole
country. More veteran students were enrolled to becane ministers thgqt I
can ever ranember. They lived dormitory-style simply because they ware
used to regimentation in the service. We supplied all the food for them,
and they ate real well. It was nothing for them to call up and orde
fifteen hundred pork chops, and two or three hundred pork steaks, twdnty
or thirty hams, and things like that. As time wore on, the dormitory and
the college itself declined in attendance to a point where it wasn't
profitable for them to operate the domitory or the cafeteria. They
leased it out to a catering service that wishes to God it had never Heard
of it. (laughter)
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Q: How tightly knit was the Italian coomunity in these early years?

A: Well, I'd say very close, I'd say in the early years that they all
knew each other. There was much inter-relationship between nearly all
the families. In fact, at that time, I would wager that there wasn't one
Italian family that didn't know every other Italian family in the city of
Springfield.

Q: Were they that geographically concentrated?

A: The high concentration was around Carpenter, Reynolds, and Eighth
Street. I would say from Eighth Street north and east to Fifteenth south
of Carpenter and north of Reynolds, the concentrations of Italians were
very, very high. In fact, they called Carpenter Street and Miller Street
between Eighth and Twelfth "Little Italy", because the concentration of
Italian people was s0 dense in that area.

Q: Were there kinds of jobs besides sweating in the mines that were open
to Italians? For instance, were craftsmen able to work a trade?

A: Yes, especially in ceramics--tiling, tile setting, etcetera. In

fact, if you weren't Italian in those days, you just didn't become a tile
setter, The mosaics that were put into St. John's Hospital and nearly
every state structure in this area was done by the Italian immigrants.

Even to this day this is predominantly true. They were tile setters
renowned because there were just no others that had the time and experience
to pick up that trade. There are same quite artistic designs that are
today still in evidence that were all hand-done. They weren't done fram

a pattern as it is done today.

Q: When did the store move fram Ninth and Carpenter over to Eleventh and
Enos?

A: Well, for a long time both stores were in operation. My Uncle John
Sgro ran the Ninth and Carpenter operation and my father ran the Eleventh
and Enos operation. John retired about 1955, and died shortly thereafter.
My father retired in 1967, and I took over the operation entirely. Prior
to that time, I had worked with him since childhood. I guess I was the
last male Sgro in the grocery business, and still I'm not out of it.

I opened that store in Petersburg. This was a kind of retrogression.
It's a kind of dream of mine. I wanted to retrogress rather than change
everything to a chrame and steel structure. We've got something out
there that's now back fifty years--pots and pans hanging fram the ceiling.
We cure our own hams in our smoke house, We try to use little or no
chemicals, and anything that's processed. It's more or less a health
thing, but not advertised as such. And, it's a dream that I've had that
I've finally seen come true, and I'm real pleased with it. It's not by
any means a highly profitable thing, but by golly I'm doing what--I'm
doing my thing, and I really enjoy it. It's a very pleasing thing to see
a store that's still operating on the early 1900's basis rather than mass
production and mass movement of traffic.
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Q: You cane into contact with all the people in the neighborhood around
Eleventh and Enos. How's that changed over the years?

A: Well, at one time it was German-Italian., In our Eleventh Street
operation, it was I'd say, sixty per cent German and forty per cent
Italian. They went for the barrel kraut and the brautwurst and stuff
like that which we made right there. The nucleus of our business
consisted of the many, many families who have remained with us throughout
all this changing fram the event of the supermarket. I think I could
have charged them double, and they wouldn't have changed their buying
habits there.

Within the last two years, I have noticed that a great many younger
people were coming into the neighborhood. They had no loyalties. I mean
they would shop one store and then another store and then another store,
and they just didn't have a buying loyalty that the older families did.

I found that in a small store such as ours the buying habits of the
people changed so that they would buy all of your specialties in a small
store and nothing of your regular staples. If some of your regular
staples were on sale someplace else, they would transport to that other
place.

I'm thoroughly convinced, and I think most everybody else has been convinced,
that this was brought about because of the automobile. It has had the
greatest influence on neighborhoods, on cities, on states, and on any

other thing in the country. Television, radio, and the rest of the mass
media did not and does not affect the people as much as the autamobile.

When people didn't have them they stayed within a four-block area, period.
They visited with one another, were born and sometimes died without going
outside of that area many times. But today, it's nothing to drive fifty

or one hurdred miles to do what you want to do. This is the greatest

single factor I think in the changing world, as you will.

Q: How has the autamobile disrupted a lot of the old patterns?

A: Well, not only has it disrupted the pattern of living, but it has
tended to de-socialize people. This is a strange phenanena. Take families
who were at one time very close--cousins, first cousins, and so forth--and
you were over at their house as a youngster. You really got to know them
and their parents. You knew all their faults, and in spite of that you
stuck together.

My family maybe has, all told, one hundred and fifty first cousins and
relations in this town. It was a very camwon thing on any given night to
have samebody over at your house. This is no longer true. Since everyone
of the families now has cars and children have automobiles, they don't
visit. The means to visit are more prevalent today than they ever were,
but they do not visit., On rare occasions--wedding, sickness, and death
in the family--they all get together. Unless it's a planned, executed
family reunion once a year. There's always talk, sentimentality, about
"let's do this, and let's do that,” but it never really coames about. In
our family, the girls, the wamen of the family have founded a "cousins
club" where they try to meet at least once a month. Hell, it's to the
point now where I don't even know some of my cousin's names, you know,
second and third cousins. I really don't. (laughter)
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I blame the whole problem on the autamobile. Without which you would
have thirty additional markets in town that you do not have today. And
they in turn supported the local wholesalers, who in turn supported
someone all the way up the ladder. Midstate's [a local wholesaleing
firm, Ed.] going to go out of business as a wholesale outfit because
there's not enough amall stores buying fram them. Italian-American
Importing Company is going out of business at the end of this month
because there's not enough stores buying from them. Public Foods is very
seriously considering quitting business, simply because there aren't
enough small stores left to buy fram them. All right. The supermarket
employs fifty people, but when you had fifty stores emloying at least
three and as many as seven each, the job market was a hell of a lot
better than it is today in the long run. The automobile, here again, is
the basic factor for the change.

Q: What were the main churches for the Italian Catholics in the neighborhood?

A: St., Mary's Cwurch was at one time the strongest church. It is now
St. John's Chapel. But that was founded by Italians, funded by Italians
through donations and what have you, and then became absorbed into St.
John's Hospital., St. Peter's and Paul's was at that time strongly German.
The German neighborhood split right there in the island of Italians from
Twelfth Street on to Eighth., Fram there it went into the German neighborhood
again, fram there over to First Street and Rutledge Street to the Reisch
Brewery. They used to call St. Peter's and Paul's the "Dutch Pen."

There were three public schools that I know of that are still there,.

They are MeClernand and Palmer and Bunn. But BEmmaruel Lutheran was there
all the time and catered to the German Lutherans.

St. Peter's and Pauls's was almost evenly split the later years between
Italians and Germans., As far back as 1 can remember fram kindergarten on
there was only one Negro family in St. Peter's and Paul's. After I got
out of grade school there, I think there were two or three Negro families.
And now it's got to a point where I would say it was forty per cent
Negro.

Q: What kind of discrimination did the Italian families have to face
here in Springfield when they first came over?

A: I can't say that there was too much discrimination as far as buying a
home went, I will say that a good many of them could not get jobs. This
was a pathetic thing at the time. My grandfather, Sem Sgro, in order to
counteract this, founded what was called "Concord Frates" which means
"brothers all." And through this club--it started out with twenty members
and ended up with several hundred members--they exert their own pressure
in order to get city jobs and so forth. This was a cammon practice in
those days. Presenting a great block of votes often times carried more
pressure than you could exert on a humanitarian basis. So "Concord
Frates" was in operation for several years before it evolved into what
becane known as the Italian-American Club, which boasted at one time
several thousand memebers and became a very wealthy and very powerful
club in Sangamon County.
















