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PREFACE 

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded inFrviewa 

conducted by Cullom m v i ~  for the Oral History Office dQing the 

winter of 1972-1973. The tapea were transcribed by Chr s Skoczynskf; 

the transcripts were edited by Betty Kyger and Sheila S 1 are. 
Avinere Toigo, non of Italian immigrants, was born in Pittsburgh, I I 

Pennsylvania January 13, 1902. Hia family moved to ITll.nois when 

he waa young, and he grew up in the emall central Illin 

Benld. Following brief employment in coal mining while 

in high school and later the hardware and furniture bur 

local politics. His mcceas in politics was such in 1943 he moved t o  

Springfield to work for Governor-elect Henry Harner. H4 held several 

jobs in state  government during the 193OPs, and was an Ccrive Horner 

aide on political and ethrilc matter.. As executive sectetary of 

the Xllinois Committee on Citizenshtp and Naturalizatiol he initiated 

various program that eerved to recognize and encouragelIllinois 
I 

aliens and immigrant citizens. The moat notable of thebe wa. the 1 

I 

d "Americana All--Immigrants All" newapoper and radio serfes. Afte , 

the death of Governor Horner, Mr. Taigo managed the Esqpire Theater 

in Springfield and then moved to New York City where 

masor advertising agency. Upon retirement he 

to live in Springfield. I 
Mr. Toigo's memoir includes recollections of his uth, coal1 t I 

mining and prohibition in B m l d ,  and hie many experienc s In stats  



government and p o l i t i c s  during the  1930's. He recounts laeveral 
I 

episodes that  illuminate the record of Governor Horner dnd provide 

ins ights  i n to  the  pract ice  of ethnic p o l i t i c s  i n  I l l i n o  a; he alao t 
r e f e r s  t o  numerous well known s t a t e  and national p o l i t i d a l  f igures  

of the  day. 

Readere of t h i s  ora l  h i s to ry  memoir should bear i n  

is a t ranscr ip t  of the spoken ward, and tha t  the  interv 

and ed i to r  sought t o  preserve the informal, conversatio 

i s  inherent i n  such h i s to r i ca l  sources. Sangamon State  

i s  not relsponeible f a r  the  factual  accuracy of the  memo 

views expressed therein;  these are for the  reader t o  ju 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and c i t ed  f ree1 

not be reproduced i n  whole or  i n  par t  by any means, ele 

mechanical, without permission i n  writ ing from the Oral 

Office, Songamon State University, Springfield, I l l i n o i  
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Avincrc ToZgo, November and Decmber, 1972, January, 1973, Springfield, 
I 

Illinois. i 

Cullom Davis, Interviewer, I 

Q. Mr. Toigo, am I pronouncing your last name correctly, Toigo? 

That o f  course, is an Italian name. Ie that an unusual Italian name 

to your knowledge or not? 

A.  The man who knows most about the Toigos is a greduqte of the 

University of Chicago, an advertising man, who at the qment i a  in 
I 

Chile, in Santiago. He recommended e movie and in addiqlon to the 

movie, a book. If I may be excused a moment, I'd like to get it. 

Q. Certainly. I 

A. (Mr Toigo moves away from microphone and his s t a t b n t  is partly 

i inaudible) . . . The Evolution of Man and Society. He s a bright man. 

Q. His name i d  

A. John Toigo. 

Q. Oh, t h i s  man is  the author or ths pereon from the Vnlversity 

Chicago, or am I confused? 

A. No, John is a graduate of the University of Chicagg, 

Q. I see, I see. 
1 



1 
Toigo 1 2 

A. Let's sea what books he recommends, Dostoevsky'a Idrot, Tolpltpy's 

War and Peace, I started t o  aay that I l ike what he flay# in here. 

"If you sometimes think our Jewish friends are on an average a l"itt1e 

brighter than the rest of us, you are right. They have been culturally 

trained and genetically se l ec ted  to that end." 

Q. (laughter) Interesting, very. I I 

A.  Pretty good writing I'd say. Well anyway, I'm trying to get ta-- 

oh, here it is, These guys don't go as fast R R  YOU think, do they? 

Q. Oh, that's all r ight .  

A. (reeding) "I come from a pre-Christian peasant cultpre on the 

I f a l i a n  s lope  of the Dolomites near Feltre. Feltre is where Muasolini 

and Hitler met when things werenlt going good for t h e i r  c a s e .  Feltre 

1) is e little muth of the Brenner that crosses roads of byber . , . 
Gee, that word is too good for me. 

t 

Q. Hybridization. 

A ,  , . . from R small enclave . . ." . You went t o  ad? t 
Q. Alright. ". . . south of the Brenner . . . I 1  I suppcke tha t 'a  the 

Brenner Pass? 

A. Yes. i 
Q. 'I. . , that  crossroads of hybridization from a ma1 

stone masons and miners who dn the f l m t  decade8 of the 

dispersed from Italy the nornd over, to  Germany, France Europe, Che r 
America~, Australia, building walls and stone canals a dlgging ore  9 



through tlwir chi.l.drev 

i g i n s ,  you mean, of ~ g i ~ a ?  

Toigo 

and coal wherever t h ey  went, h y b r i d i z i n g  and 

hecomlng modern and natltve. 'l 

Tha t ' s  very i n t e r e s t i n g .  That 's  t h e  o r  

A. Of t h e  Toigos, yes. 

Q. Now IR t h i ~  John Toigo related t o  you? 

A. Yes, we're coueins, f i r a t  cousins. 

Q. I sea. 

A. I thought the  next paragraph might have been incluqed. 

Q, A 1 1  r i g h t .  (reading) "These people brought t h e i r  q t h i c s  with them. 

That e t h i c  has l i t t l e  t o  do wi th  ideology, hierarchy,  r church fom, t 
It i s  o lde r  than any of theae. It's essence i s  human bqhavior. It 

wae handed down from vthe grandfa therd  o r  a s  they say'perhaapa from 
I 

the time of the pagans.' I am by b i r t h  I t a l i a n  bu t  the name Toigo i s  

a corrupt ion  of t h e  word Tedesca," That's T-E-D-E-S-C-9. 

A. That 's  Gernan, 

Q. Yes. "Our d i a l e c t  word for whore i s  La Troiana," T 1 R-0-I-A-N-A, 

"the Trojan woman, a t e r n  t ransmit ted  o r a l l y  from a loqg s e r i e s  of 

p w z r a t i o n s  by s non- l l t e ra te  people." 1 

A. I think t h a t  about does it. I didn' t know whether / t h a t  would be 

a£ i n t e r e s t .  

Q, No, that i s  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  Your f i rs t  name, Avinere . . . 

A. Y ~ R ,  I ' l l  go into t h a t  r i g h t  now when I 9et  t h i s  hhre re 



Toigo 

Q. That i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  letter. 

Q. Avenir, A-V-E-N-I-R? i 
A. It rrhould h e  spel led  A - V - E 4 - I - R - E .  Avelzire. 

A, Well, my f a t h e r  mwa l e f t i s t  and he thought the  day wauld have to 

come far t h e  working people of t h e  world. That  wa8 h i s p h i l o s o p h y  and 
I 

when I was born they had ta f i n d  a name f o r  t h i s  new sdn, so h e  was 

Q. That  means t h e  future? 

a t  the church and the p r i e s t  m i d ,  What are you going 

A. RZght, you know your Catin, 

t o  name thPs 

rg. So $8 that the l e f t i s t ,  the soc ia l i s t ,no t ion  of t h4  f u t u r e  

belongs to us? 

boy?" My fa ther  s a i d ,  "I want t o  natme him Avenire." Th priest  said, 

"You c a n ' t  g e t  by with tha t . "  Well a11 right, so my fa her turns to my 

godfather and s a i d ,  "What do you suggest?" and he sa id ,  "Valente.'l-- 

t h a t f $  another leftist. 

A. R i g h t .  

. And then Valente? 

A.  VaLente was something my godfather just picked out  of  t he  air and 

the  p r i e s t  sa id ,  '30, that's not: a saint e i t h e r . "  So my f a t h e r  s a l d ,  

" A l l  right, name him Giacomo, t h a t ' s  a sa in t , " - - tha t ' s  my f a t h e r f a  name. 

So I came out of that d e a l  wPth Avenire Valente Giacom 

Q, (laughter) Now, t h a t  spelling, though, AvcnirE ! 
I 



Toigo 

A. Well, when I started school, my fo lks  couldn't spe4k English 80 

my mother wrote it on a piece of paper and the beat th school tehcher 9 
could make out of i t  was A-V-I-N-E-R-E. By the time I earned thellangu- 

age and learned more about what my name was, it  had a1  eady become I 
estrbllshed and John Toigo still writes t o  me as Avenife instead of 

I 

Avinere. 

Q. So there was juat a mfetake i n  the transposing of tqe "i" and the  

ltetr by e school teacher and so you , , 

A ,  Yes, you know my mother may--none of us write too Iainly, 

n. Yes, I have trouhle w i t h  "e's" and "if a" myself, W 11 that's I I 

very i n t e r e a t h g .  So that  name, that mie-spelling, has istuck with you 

except far John and perhapa a few others. I 

A. Well, John is the only one that I know of. He insi t s  on it 8 
being Avcnire. You see, he's older than I and he's kin 

paternal in his behavior, but I don't mind. (laughter) 

Q. Wou you are not an immigrant yourself. You were botn in the 

United States,  near Pittsburgh? 

A. Near Pittsburgh, yes. 

A. Well, I don't remember ~nything about Pennaylania. I' 
recollection is Virden whf ch is--you know where ~ i r d e n  / 

Q What is your earliest recollection sr  an infant or : youth? 

Yy e a r l i e s t  

Ee? 

Q. Yes. 



Toigo 6 

A. We l i v e d  there for a short w h i l e .  

Q. That was after moving from Pennsylvania? 

A, Yes, t h i a  i s  a coal mining town, the town of Virden. 

Q. When do you suppose you moved from Pennsylvania, 

boy? 
a very young 

A. Oh, one year o ld  because my sister who was a year +d s i x  month 

younger was born i n  Vfrdan. 

Q. I see, now you were born around 19002 

A. 1907. I 

Q. 1902. And so you moved to Virdea maybe i n  1903 or 

A. No, it wouldn't bemelt might be 1904. 

Q. And l ived  there br fe f ly?  

A. Yes, before we moved to Benld, 

Q. And your e a r l i e s t  recol lect ion i s  of Virden? 

A. Virden, yes. 

Q, What i e  that recollection? 

I 
A, Well, my f o l k s  liked to imbibe and,kiddingly, my W c l e  Lou, 

who was a bachelor and a g o y  guy and mi& frienda a11 ver, staid-- 
I i, 

t h i s  is the  atory that they kefreshed my memory with--" 
I 

can over there, go gat a can of beer and herc1a a dime. 
I 



Toigo I 

said that: j u s t  as a joke and they went an with  their cerd p l a y i n g j o s  

whatever and p r e t t y  goon they s tarted  looking f o r  A v f n ~ a .   where^ s 
I 

Avinera?" Avinere had taken the  can ( laughter )  and a t a  

r a i l r o r d  t r ack ,  which was t e r r i b l e ,  w i th  this can to g 

beer. So they hus t led  and got m e  and gave m e  a l i t t l e  eck on the  behind $" 
and shooed me home. 

Q. ( laughter)  This is like a bucket of beer, f a  t h i s  Ithe idea? 

You'd go to t h e  saloon t o  get a bucket o r  a can? 

A. Yes,a can. Well, the miner 's  bucket would lend i t s q l f  very w e l l  

t o  ge t  s can of beer ,  t h a t ' s  what they used t o  c a l l  it,, not the can 

af beer you get today. 

Q, No,. no* 

A. The dinner p a i l .  

A. h, I wasn't s eve ra l  years old  because we moved do t o  Benld by + 
t h e  time--oh, t h a t ' s  right my sister was born there ,  brtt my brother  

waa born im Benld. What year were you i n  Virden, Jan? E o  his wife in 

t h e  baekgmouna No, you were born in Banld. Adolf was 

Mra. Toigot Adalf was born f n  1905 i n  Benld. born in BTd- I 

Q. Yes. A l l  right, t h a t ' s  n recollection of Virden as 

maybe severa l  years old .  

Q. I see, so you must have mved  t o  Benld around 1905. i 

a young bog, 

Q. Can you t a l k  e l i t t l e  b i t  about what it wee like t grow up ip Benld? i 
A. Well, Adolf was horn i n  Octaber so i t  could he  the  

1905, 

l a t t e r  parv of 



Toigo 

That'a an interesting community, of course. ~ 
A, Oh yes.  Well, my dad, when I was fifteen yaara of gc, became i 
nick with tuberculosis from coal mining--they call it, owlblack 4 
lung end thcy pay them but they didn't than. And I got / a  Job in the coal 

mine at fifteen which was against the law; we lied, bu we needed 4 
the money to support the Emily .  So, I talked to the fqreman and $aid,  

"Why can't I work in the coal mine a t  night: and go t o  chool day." 

"Well," he says,llIf you think you can make it, 1'11 co perate with 

you," Which he did. So my hlgh school education became 1 the result of 

my working in the coal mine at night and going t o  achogl in the day and 
I 

sleeping from midnight till seven a'clock in the morniqgs. That plan 

A. No, no. Benld waa a very poor community. They dida7t have 

m y  faeilitiea or finances t o  expand in a big way, the way you're/ talking 

about--language--although we had Latin, 

Q. You d i d  have Latin? 

was so successful that about seven or eight other boye did 2t. So 

when we want to play football in high ~chool, they saitf, "Here cones 

those1'-- f irat it was "those dagos" because we called sqgnals in 

Italian. When we thought the opposition was learning ocr 

have-I was center, quarterback--this waa the day when, 

still do take the ball from the center and paes it on. 

the aignal~ in Italian and the whole crowd would go 

Q. Did they teach Italian in the schools? 

signals we'd 

well, they 

We used to call 

boats. (laughter) 

A. Yes, we had Latin. Our superintendent thought that 

that we learn something about Latin. I knew Italian ve:ry 

wae essential, 

well an I hated =I 



A. No, i t  was easy.  I mean w e  were accepted. You aee ere were 

members of p r a c t i c a l l y  a11 the European e thn ic  groups. here  were no t 
Negroe~ ;  Negroes were not allowed then and they are noq allowed yet.  

Toigo 

Q But what, Germans and Slovacs? 1 

9 

A. The Slavs, of course you had Czechoslevskians, Cro i ans ,  Rusafans, f 
and they  had their-own indivfdual  hal le--saloons they used t o  c a l l  

them--and they used to gathm there in the evening and ave a beer or two 

and go on home. That was a f t e r  t h e i r  day's  work i n  t h  

Lat in*  

Q. Waa i t  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  e young Italian-American l i k e  

Q, How about t h e i r  own churches? Were there e thn ic  chwchea, too? 

A. Yes, t he re ' s  one o f  t he  few amall pa lcee  i n  t h e  Uni 

where there'a a Rumfan Orthodox church, 

Q, Was there P p a r t i c u l a r  church that the Italian-Amerrcans attended? 

4 
A, No, t he  Italians in Bcnld were a non-rel igious peopke a t  first. 

There was an Irishman, I imagine,that started t h e  cherc 

your church? ( t o  h i s  w i f e )  Well, anyway, the I t a l i a n s  d 

church very much u n t i l  t h a t  generation t ha t  settled i n  

becoming the o l d e s t  generat ion of the community. Then 

lost t h e  matel-the w i f e  o r  e husband-and t o  console 

tbey atarted going t o  c"rrch slowly. But they s t i l l  go 

much now. 

:he one may have 

th(!ir bereavement 

:o church pretty 
1 

I 
I 

I 



Mr.. Toigo: Oh, yes. I think Father Link had something 10 do with 

people coming back to chtrtch. 

A. Well", you wuldnl t: remember Father L i n k .  Father Llnb  was a . , . 

Mrg. Toigo; George M, Link .  i 

A. He van an fn te l l ec tue l .  

I 
Q. I suppose the priests were mostly Ir l-sh,  or vere thbre any Ital . ien? 

A. Well, the priest cme from Gillespie t o  Benld. G i l l  spie was the old- 

er town. And there was Father Crossonjhe was Irish and i s  successor,I think, 

was 1ria1l. I don't remember who settled ~ e n l d ; '  I don't think "~mitty"' I 
would know. I've been trying to think of somebody who cbuld help us. 

Q. Were there eny newspapers? Was there an I ta l ian  one 

A. No--Yea, they gat their  I ta l ian  from New York. I 

Q. Oh, I see. I 

A. What was the name of the paper? 

Mra, Toigo; El Progresso. 

A. El Progreaao. 3 

- 
l ~ r s .  Toigo later remqnbered it was settled by Be L. Doraey. The name 

erne from the first name, middle initial and last name nitial--Ben-L-D. Ed. 

?w,L, Schmftt, publfsher of  Benld Enterprise. Ed 

3~1 , ,  I t a l i a  Progresso. Ed. - 



Toigo I 

I 

Q Was tha t  a Soc ia l i s t  newspaper? I 

A, Oh no, that was a--what would you cell your newspsppr? 

Q. A weekly? 

A. I think it was a daily paper. Pope we@ the. . . . qenovere Pope. 
I 

Q The edftor? I 

I 

A, In New Yozk, yes, You know he became very wealthy +d he got nixed 

up wtth the hoods and paid the penalty later on. 
I 
I 

0. I didn't know that name. So you did read the I t a l i m  language 

newspapers there. mgp came In from New York, though? , 

A. The I ta l ians ,yes .  I didn't because I could read th  E n g l i ~ h  papers, .( 
although w e  had a hell of a time s e l l i n g  the famfly on gett ing an English 

newspaper. I remember: "You brat, you know too much now." 

Q. (laughter) Was there some f e a r  in your family that  au would be 

losing your Italian language and heritage too  rapidly i t h b  country? I 
A. No, they just left  it go. There was no hear put on.1 You came o m ,  

you wanted a sandwich, you'd ask your mother for a oandpich i n  It l ian .  

You'd go outside to play with your friends, you would tblk to th in 

I 

English when she started school. I 

1 
English. Now, I don't remember any d?-fficulty. She c o q d n ' t  speak 

9. Your wife, Mrs. Toigo? 
I 

Mrs. Tolgo. Even though I was born in this country. 
I 
1 

Q. Iu that right? 






































































































































































































