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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded 1nqerviewa
conducted by Cullom Davis for the Oral History Office d‘ring the
winter of 1972-1973. The tapes were transcribed by Chr{s Skoczynski;
the transcripts were edited by Betty Kyger and Sheila Sgqars.

Avinere Toigo, son of Jtalian immigrants, was born‘in Pittsburgh,

Pennsylvania January 13, 1902, His family moved to IIl‘nois when E
he was young, and he grew up in the small central Illindis town of%
Benld. Following brief employment in coal mining while(he was still
in high school and later the hardware and furniture business, he entered
local politics, His success in politics was such in 19#3 he moved to
Springfield to work for Governor-elect Henry Horner. H‘ held several
jobs in state govermment during the 1930's, and was an ;ctive Horner
aide on political and ethnic matters. As executive aec*etary of

the Tllinois Committee on Citizenship and Naturalizatiom he initiated
various programs that served to recognize and encourageﬁIllinois
aliens and immigrant citizens. The most notable of the;e was thei
"Americans All--Immigrants All" newapaper and radio ser‘es. Aftef
the death of Governor Horner, Mr, Toigo managed the EsqLire Theater
in Springfield and then moved to New York City where he|worked for a
major advertising agency. Upon retirement he returned pith his wife
to live in Springfield,

Mr. Toigo's memoir includes recollections of his yputh, coal |

mining and prohibition in Benld, and his many experiencps in state




government and politics during the 1930's. He recounts

several

episodes that illuminate the record of Governor Horner 4nd provideé

insights into the practice of ethnic politics in Illinoﬁs; he also!

|

refers to numerous well known state and national politidal figures%

of the day.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in
is a transcript of the spokem word, and that the interv
and editor sought to preserve the informal, conversatio
is inherent in such historical sources, Sangamon State
is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memo
views expressed therein; these are for the reader to ju
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not be reproduced in whole or in part by any means, ele

mechanical, without permission in writing from the Oral
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Avinere Toigo, November and December, 1972, January, 1Q73, Springfield,
1

Illinois.

|
!
Cullom Davisg, Interviewer, ‘
|

Q. Mr, Toigo, am I pronouncing your last name correctly, Toigo?
That of course, is an Italisn name. Is that an unusual Italian name

to your knowledge or not?

A. The man who knows most about the Toigos is a gradujte of the
University of Chicago, an advertising man, who at: the moment is in
Chile, in Santiago. He recommended a movie and in addi#ion to the:

movie, a book. If I may be excused 2 moment, I'd like to get it.

Q. Certainly,
A. (Mr Toigo moves away from microphone and his atate*ant is partly

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

Q, His name is?

A, John Teigo.

Q. Oh, this man is the author or the person from the University pf

Chicago, or am I confused? ‘ ‘

A, WNo, John is a graduate of the University of Chicagg.

Q. I see, I see.
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A, Let's see what books he recommends, Dostoevsky's Id*ot, Tolstoy's

War and Peace, I started to say that I like what he sayg in here,

"If you sometimes think our Jewish friends are on an average a little
brighter than the rest of us, you are right, They have been culturally

trained and genetically selected to that end."
Q. (laughter) Interesting, very,

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

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

Q. Oh, that's all right,.

|
A. (resding) "I come from a pre~Christisn peasant cult#re on the
Italien slope of the Dolomites near Feltre, Feltre is wrere Mussolini
and Hitler met when things weren't going good for their causge. Feltre

is a little south of the Brenner that crosses roads of hyber . . Y

F

Gee, that word is too good for me.
Q. Hybridization.
A, ". . . from a small ‘enclave . , .. You went to nead?

Q. Alright, ", , . south of the Bremner . . ." I suppose that's the

Brenner Passg?
A. Yes,

Q. ". . . that crossroads of hybridization from a small enclave of
stone masons and miners who in the first decades of the} 1900's

dispersed from Italy the world over, to Germany, France, Europe, the

Americas, Australia, building walls and stone canals and digging ore

i T LT




Toigo 3

and coal wherever they went, hybridizing and through tﬂeir children

hecoming modern snd native.,"

A.

Qc

That's very interesting. That's the origins, you mean, of Toigo?
Of the Toigos, ves,
Now is this John Toigo related to you?
Yes, we're éouains, firat cousins,
I see,
T thought the next paragraph might have been included.

A1l right. (reading) "These people brought their d4thics with them.

That ethic has little to do with ideology, hierarchy, ﬂr church form,

It 18 older than any of these. It's essence is human b&havior. It

was handed down from 'the grandfathers' or as they say 'perhaps from

the time of the pagans.' I am by birth Italian but the‘name Toigo is

a coxrruption of the word Tedesco." That's ?fE-D~E-S-C-Q.

A.

Q.

That's German,

Yes. "Qur dialect word for whore is La Troiana," TlR-O«IwA-N—A,

"the Trojan woman, a term transmitted orally from a long series of

generations by a non-literate people,”

AO

of interest,

Q.

A,

|

I think that about does it. I didn't know whether|that would be

No, that is interesting, Your first name, Avinere J . .

Yes, I'11 go into that right now when I get this he¢re reassembled,

|
|
|
;
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Q. That is an interesting letter,

A, Well, my father:wuqm leftist and he thought the day would have to
come for the working people of the world, That was his‘philosophy and
when I was born they had to find a name for this new s¢n,. so he was

at the church and the priest paid, "What are you goingito name this

boy?" My father gaid, "I want to name him Avenire." ?hl priest said,

"You can't get by with that," Well all right, so my father turns to my

godfather and said, "What do you suggest?' and he said, "Valente,"..-

that's another leftist,
Q. Avenir, A-V-E-N-I-R? ‘
A. Tt ghould be spelled A-V-EN-I-R-E. Avenire.

Q0. That means the future?

A. Right, vou know vour Latin,

i
0. So is that the leftist, the soclalist,notion of th& future

belongs to us?
A. Right.
). And then Valente?

A. Valente was something my godfather just picked out of the air and
the priest said, '"Ro, that's not a gaint ei*her." So my father ssid,
"A1l right, name him Giacomo, that's a saint,"--that's|my father's name.

S0 I came out of that deal with Avenire Valente Giacomq Teigo.

Q. (laughter) Now, that spelling, though, Avenire?
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A, Well, when I started school, my folks couldn't 3pe4k English g0

my mother wrote it on a piece of paper and the best th? school tepcher
could make out of it was A-V-I-N-E-R-E. By the time I 1earned thejlangu-
age and learned more about what my name was, it had algeady becomé
established and John Toigo still writes to me as Aveni*a instead of

|
Avinere, ‘

i
Q. So there was just a mistake in the transposing of tﬁe "i" and the

"e" by a school teacher and so you ,

.. &

A, Yesg, you know my mother may--none of us write too glainly.

0. Yes, I have trouble with "e's" and "i's" myself, w$11 that's
l
very interesting., So that name, that mig-spelling, has*stuck with you

except for John and perhaps a few others. |

A. Well, John is the only one that I know of, He insigts on it
being Avenire., You see, he's older than I and he's kind of a little

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

Q. Now you are not an immigrant yourself., You were bo#n in the

United States, near Pittsburgh?
A. Near Pittsburgh, yes.
). What is your earliest recollection ag an infant or youth?

A, Well, I don't remember anything about Pennsylania., My earliest

recollection is Virden which is--vou know where Virden|is?

Q. Yes, !
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A, We lived there for a short while,
Q. That was after moving from Pennsylvania?
A, Yes, this ig a coal mining town, the town of Virden.

Q. When do you suppose you moved from Pennsylvania, aﬂ a very young

boy?

A, Oh, one year old because my sister who was a year and six month

yvounger was born in Virden.

Q. I see, now you were born around 19007

A, 1902,
|

Q. 1902, And so you moved to Virden maybe in 1903 or 1&04?

A, No, it wouldn't be~«it might be 1904,

Q. And lived there briefly?
A, Yesg, before we moved to Benld,
Q. And your earliest recollection is of Virden?

A. Virden, yes.

0., What is that recollection?

A, Well, my folks liked to imbibe and,kiddingly, my Uncle Lou,

who was a bachelor and a gooﬁ guy and madi friends all kver, said--
|

this is the story that they refreshed my memory with--"fhere's the

can over there, go get a can of beer and here's a dime.!' Well, he
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saeid that just as a joke and they went on with their card playingior

whatever and pretty soon they started looking for Avinere. "Where?s

Avinere?" Avinere had taken the can (laughter) and stanted down the

railroad track, which was terrible, with this can to get thig dime of

beer. So they hustled and got me and gave me a little gmack on the behind

and shooed me home,

Q. (laughter) This is like a bucket of beer, is this

You'd go to the saloon to get a bucket or a can?

the idea?

A. Yes,a can, Well, the miner's bucket would lend 1tsé1f very well

to get a can of beer, that's what they used to call it,

of beer you get today.
Q. Wo,: no,
A. The dinner pail.

Q. Yes, All right, that's a recollection of Virden as

maybe several years old,

not the can

a young boy,

A, No, T vasn't several years old because we moved do%n to Benld by

the time--oh, that's right my sister was born there, but my brother

was born im Benld. What year were you in Virden, Jan? Eo his wife in

the backgrounﬁ] No, you were born in Benld, Adolf was born in BeTld.

‘Mrs. Toigog Adolf was born in 1905 in Benld.

Q. I see, g0 you must have moved to Benld around 19057

A, WVell, Adolf was born in October so it could be the

1905,

Q. Can you talk a little bit about what it was like tq

!

latter parg of

grow up in Benld?
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That's an interesting community, of course,

A. Oh yes. Well, my dad, when I was fifteen years of 4ge, became

sick with tuberculosis from coal mining--they call it,row,black

lung and they pay them but they didn't then, And I got|a job in the coal
mine at fifteen which was against the law; we lied, bufl] we mneeded

the money to support the family, So, I talked to the fgreman and gaid,
"Why can't I work in the coal mine at night and go to ‘chool day."
"Well," he says,"If you think you can make it, I'll codperate with
you," Which he did. So my high school education becameithe regult of
my working in the coal mine at night and going to acho%l in the day and
sleeping from midnight till seven o'ctlock in the morni%gs. That plan
wag so guccessful that about seven or eight other boys|did 1it., So

when we went to play football in high school, they saiq, "Here comes
thoge''--first it was "those dagos'" because we called signals in
Ttalian. When we thought the opposition was learning ouyr gignals we'd
have--1 was center, quarterback--this was the day whenj well, they
gtill do take the ball from the center and pass it on. | We used teo call

the signals in Italian and the whole crowd would go bodts. (laughter)

Q. Did they teach Italian in the schools?

A. No, no. Benld was a very poor community. They dida't have j

i

any facilities or finances to expand in a big way, the way you're|talking

about~--language~~although we had Latin,
0. You did have Latin?

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

that we learn gomething about Latin. I knew Italian very well anﬁ I hated
;

|

1
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Latin.

Q. Was it diffi{cult for a young Italian-American like jyou to grow

up in Benld?

A, No, it was easy. I mean we were accepted, You see tfhere were

members of practically all the European ethnic groups. [There were no

Negroes; Negroes were not allowed then and they are not] allowed vet.

]
|
)s But what, Germans and Slovacs? }
i

A. The Slavs, of course you had Czechoslevakians, Croarians, Rusgsians,
and they had their -own individual halls--saloons they used to call
them--and they uged to gather there in the evening and have a beer or two

and go on home, That was after their day's work in the coal mine.
Q. How about their own churches? Were there ethnic chugches, too?

A. Yes, there's one of the few small palces in the Unired States

where there's a Russian Orthodox church,
Q. Was there a particular chugch that the Italian-Amerfcans attended?

A, No, the Italians in Benld were a non-religious peopie at first,.
There was an Irighman, I imagine, that started the church. Who sta%ted
your church? (to his wife) Well, anyway, the Italians dfdn't go t&
church very much until that generation that settled in Ienld started
becoming the oldest generation of the community. Then the one may have
lost the mate--the wife or a husband~-and to console their bereavement

they started going to church slowly. But they still go to church pretty
1

much now,

|
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Mrs., Toigo! Oh, yes. I think Father Link had something

people coming back to chirch,
A, Well, you wouldn't remember Father Link, Father Lin
0, Link?

A, L-T«N-K

Mras, Toigo, George M, Link,
A, He was an intellectual.
0. I suppose the priests were mostly Irish, or were th

A, VWell, the priest came from Gillespie to Benld, Gill
er town, And there was Father Crosson;he was Irish and
was Irigh., I don't remember who settled Benld;1 I don't

would %know, I've been trying to think of somebody who ¢

0. Were there any newspapers? Was there an Ttalian one
A, No;-Yes, they got their Italisn from New York.

Q. Oh, I see,

A, VWhat was the name of the paper?

Mre, Toigo: El1 Progresso.

A, El Progresso.3

Ivrs. Toigo later remembered it was settled by Be
came from the first name, middle initial and last name

2W,L. Schmitt, publisher of Benld Enterprise, Ed

?El Italia Progresso. Ed.

10

#o do with

k wags a . . .

#re any Italian?

pspie was the old-
his successor, T think,
think "Smitty"?

puld help us,

1

h L. Dorsey, The name
jnitial-Ben-1.-D, Ed.

b
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N. Was that a Socialist newspaper?

11

A, Oh no, that was a--what would you call your newspapkr?

Q. A weekly?

A. 1T think it was a daily paper, Pope was the. .. . .. qanoveae Pope.

|
Q. The editor?

A, In New York, yes, You know he became very wealthy abd he got mixed

up with the hoods and paid the penalty later on.

Q. I didn't know that name. So you did read the Ttaliam language

newspapers there, They came in from New York,though?

A, The Italians,yes. I didn't because I could read th%

although we had a hell of a time selling the family on

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

0. (laughter) Was there some fear in your family that

losing your Italian language and heritage too rapidly i

A, No, they just left it go. There was no hezt put on,

|
|

English papers;

éetting an English

you would be

h this country?

You came 1ome,

you wanted a sandwich, you'd ask your mother for a sandwich in It4lian,

You'd go outgide to play with your friends, pou would t

plk to them in

English, Now, I don't remember any difficulty. She couldn't speak

English when she started school.
0. Your wife, Mrs, Toigo?

Mrs. Toigo. Even though I was born in this country,

Q. IS that right?

|

|
|










































































































































































































































































































