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Attilio Vespa, Springfield, Illinois, December 6, 1972.

John Bucari, Interviewer,

Q: Mr. Vespa, that first name is interesting because I know that your
nickname is Till. How did that originate?

A: I don't recollect really that far back. But it was either a Sister,
my teacher at the old St. Mary's School, or Sister Catherine, or Sister
Pius at St, Joseph's School. The kids used to make fun of my name so she
changed my nsme to Attilius, but I know she changed it to Till to shorten
it. So that's how I got to be Attilius,
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Now, it was shortened because of what reason?
Because the kids would tease me,

Because it was an Italian name or a foreign name?
Right.

How old were you when you first came to this country?
Five years old.

In what year was that?

It was in 1914 or 1913--it was just before the war, so it must have
en 1913.

Then you came here with your family?
No, I came here with my mother and brother. My Dad was here already.
I see. What was his profession at that time?

He was a coal miner,
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By any chance, do you remember what area he worked in?

A: No. He didn't work in Springfield. He met us in Sprmgfleld from
New York, but at the time, he was working in a little town in southern
Il1linois called Sesser. Sesser, Illinois.

Q: Then he met you in New York?
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A: No, he met us in Springfield.

Q: Then where did you move to?

A: Then we moved to Sesser. We stayed one or two days in Springfield
with some families that I don't remember, and then we moved down there
and he had a home for us down in Sesser, Illinois,

Q: Now, how many years was he a coal miner?

A: Pardon me--it was close to Sesser, Illinois but it was a little town,
smaller than Sesser, called Royalton.

These are all new. These probably are not existing today.
Sesser is still on the map, and 1 think Royalton is, too.

That is interesting. Now, how long was your father a coal miner?
All his life.

So you first experienced your education in Royalton?

Yes, in Royalton.
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Of course you didn't speak English when you came here, so what was
your early childhood like?

A: Boy, it was rough.
Q: Can you give me an average day in your life?
A: We'd go to the classroam and get it over with and run like hell to go

home. Because they would really pick on a couple of--there was both me
and my brother Joe.

Q: They would just make fun of you because of your name?

A: Yes,

Q: Because you couldn't speak English?

A: Well, yes, but down there I had what we called Uncle Frank. He was
just Mom's cousin and he was working down there, too. He'd been in this
country quite a few years and he was probably the only one that could
speak a few words. My Dad never did learn to speak English. But there

was Uncle Frank, Uncle Louis, and Uncle John, so really we weren't too
lonesame~-they had families, too. After we got home everything was okay,

but as long as we were on the road and in school it was a rough life.
Q: Were there a lot of Italians in that area?

A: I don't remember, but there were a few of them.
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Q: Those that were there, I take it, were mostly related; your father
and his brothers.

A: Yes, his brother-in~law.
Q: The school that you attended, was it a public school?

A: Yes, it was a public school. Sesser was small but then this was a
little bit further out in the country where the foreigners lived. It was
a little one-roan schoolhouse.

Q: I'm intrigued by what you said, "wWhere the foreigners lived". You
mean they couldn't buy a house in town?

A: OChno. If I remember it was mostly all company owned houses anyway.
You bought groceries at their grocery store and you lived in their house
and I imagine they paid you what they wanted.

Q: And there was nothing you could do about it.

A: Nothing you could do about it. You just had to take what they gave
you.

Q: What about the church at that time? Was there a Catholic Church in
that area?

A: No, there was no Catholic Church in Royalton. I think mostly that
southern part is either Methodist or Baptist. Mom used to catch a train
because Mom was awful religious. Daed wasn't but Mom was, I think she
used to catch a train and go to Sesser and I think it used to take her
all day to go there. It was a hardship on her, too, because she couldn't
read or talk or nothing.

Q: So when she went if was just for the benefit of going. Everything
was spoken in English.

A: That was life and death to her. To miss Mass was samething.

Q: There probably weren't too many Italians in southern Illinois, were
there?

A: No, there wasn't.
Q: When did you first move to Springfield?

A: In Royalton, Illinois the mine blew up, and I don't remember whether
it killed twenty or thirty miners. My Dad wasn't at that shift but Uncle
Louis was, and we weren't too far fram the coal mine where the company
houses were. So after the mine blowed up it took so long to get the mine
back in order that——our folks never had no money or anything--so they
made some connections. I think this was only about six or seven months
after we moved down here. After the mine blowed up sane of them got jobs
in Springfield. So we moved back to Springfield. Of course we never did
live in Springfield--we were only here two days.
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Q: When you first landed.
A: When we landed from New York.

Q: When you returned to Springfield, where were you situated? Where was
your house?

A: The first place that I remember that we lived in--two families, Uncle
Louis and Aunt Anne and her two daughters, me and Joe and my Dad and
mother--lived in a three room house, two families. You'll be surprised
which house it was. It's that little three-room house that is the Skyrocket
today. The Skyrocket Tavern. It used to be a three-roam house and

that's the first house we lived at.

Q: That's out there on the corner of Sangamon and Peoria Road.

A: Yes, I think if you still look right, you can still see the roof.
It's just a little three-roam house that used to be there. Two families
lived in a three~room house with no basement.

Q: BSo then your father and your uncle were coal miners. Where were they
mining at that time, at Deveroe?

A: Almost at Deveroe. Peabody No. 59, there at New Jones.
Q: Was that a predominantly Italian neighborhood over there?

A: No, it was predominantly a Polish neighborhood and Hunks--Lithuanians.
It still is, I think, isn't it?

Q. Yes. A lot of Polish over there.
A: It was at that time too.

Q: So, when your mother had to go to the store, she perhaps had to go
quite a distance to an Italian neighborhood store?

A: No. In those days there was no such thing as going to the store. It
was all delivered and our second or third cousin, with Dad and John
Vespa, used to have a grocery store on 15th and Washington.

Q: Now who was that, your cousin?

A: John Vespa. He was Dad's second or third cousin. I was talking to
Vince, one of the boys, I met him in Peoria today. He says, "Are you
related to this guy?” And he says "Till, we don't go anymore. Yeah, I'm
related to that guy." If you go along second or third cousin, it just
doesn't work anymore, you see?

But he used to deliver quite a bit in those days. Then there was another
and now he's got a--he's dead, now--but his kids got a store on Crush
Street in Peoria. The guy's name was John Cardinal. He had a grocery
there which was only about three or four blocks fram Sangamon Avenue to
Eleventh. In the group of buildings there he had a little grocery store,
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John Cardinal. He originally was fram Sangamon Aveune where all those
Italians are on Sangamon Avermue; where Bill Ciotti and them live at. But
that's where John Cardinal was originally fram.

Q: So, for everybody it was just convenient to go over there?

A: COonvenient to go there. It was just about three or four blocks.
Those people didn't buy like they do today. They'd but ten pounds of
sugar and it'd last them a month. They'd buy bread and a piece of meat
and that was about it.

Q: What about the Church then? Could your mother find a church to go to
in Springfield?

Yes. We went to St. Joseph's.
There wasn't an Italian-speaking priest there, was there?
Ch, no.

So you had to learn English,
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Yes. Of course, in your church it didn't make any difference because
the Mass was said in Latin and it was just a matter of getting used to
the other people. That was all there was to it.

Q: Do you remember a Presbyterian minister coming around? 1 know that
in 1922 to 1936 there was a Presbyterian minister brought in by the
Washington Street mission for the sake of the Italians, because he could
speak Italian with them,

A: No, I don't remember that. Of course, when we lived there, that's
when they built that Clementine Church, over there on Eleventh Street.
But at the time we lived on the corner house of Elizabeth and Griffith.

Q: That's Clementine Presbyterian Cturch?

A: Right. [ remember them building that church and the preacher going
around and trying to convert people. He probably could have converted me
and Joe becsuse we didn't know that much about it. But Mom had too much
history behind her.

While we are on the subject of church, Mom's second cousin is a Monsignor,
of all places, at the old St. Patrick's Cathedral in New York. He is the
pastor there. There's quite a history behind him but he usually cames
down about once a year and visits me and Jenny. His name is Father
Nicola Marnaci but we call him Father Nick. He's just an ordinary man,
he's a very wonderful person. He was telling us about Connie and this
new generation caming up--he would be classed in my generation because
he's about my age. But this is the only generation that our family
doesn't have a religious person in the Catholic religion. This generation.
It's been there for centuries. We've always had a priest in our--not in
the Vespa's but mostly in the Rossetti's and the Frasco's. The Frasco's
are related to us.
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You know Tony Frasco, Billy Cellini's grandpa? He live on Black Avenue.
That Frasco is my first cousin on my father's side. My Dad's sister
married a Frasco. Then, my mother was also a cousin to Mrs. Frasco, the
one that died in Talluca. This is his second wife and so right there the
relation is as thick as you can get them, There's always been a priest.
Man's uncle was head of that big abbey-~Mondacassino. My mother's uncle
was head monk of that. [ remember Mom talking about the big diasmond ring
he wore, like the Pope. They used to kiss the ring and so on, and he was
big, high authority. Then it went back even further than that. This new
generation is the first one that broke the cycle.

Q: I know that for the large population of Italians here in Springfield,
it's surprising to find that there was never an Italian priest brought in
for any festivals. Do you know of any Italian priest being brought in?

A: No, never. There was a lot of them that could speak Italian but they
weren't Italian. They could speak Italian and I know that Mom used to
have her confession heard in Italian,

Q: What church was that at?

A: I believe it was St. Peter's on Sixth. There were a lot of Italians
around Miller and Carpenter; that area,

Q: I know that St. Vincent de Paul was for the Lithuanians, and the
Seminary had many German speaking professors that gave sermons in German
for the German speaking Springfieldians, but I have yet to find any that
would spesk for the Italians.

A: I believe they used to have one, and I don't remember which church it
was. Mom, Aunt Lidia who is dead now, Mrs. Antonacci, and quite a few
others would go to this one. But he would let them know that he was
coming to Springfield on such an such a day. They would go down there
and go to confession. But they never did have one permanently here.

Q: To move off of the churches now, do you ever remember an Italian
consulate being here in Springfield?

A: Yes.

Q: Do you reamember any of the men in it?

A: The only one that I remember, his name was Picco.
Q: dJohn Picco?

A: 1 believe it was John Picco. I was just a kid at the time, probably
back in 1918, 1921, or 1922; back in there. I remamber going up there
with Dad and Mom, for what I don't remember.

Q: Do you recall where this consulate was?

A: Yes, it was on Sixth Street on the east side between Capitol and
Monroe. It was right across fram the Island Hotel.
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Oh, right where Shadid's Book Mart is now?

Yes. Sareplace in there on the second floor, I remember.
Do you know what the official duties of the Consulate were?
No, 1 don't remember that. 1 was so young, you Know.

I believe Mr. Picco met a violent death, didn't he?

Did he? I don't remember that.
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I believe he was murdered.

A: He might have been. You know it's a coincidence, his son is in
Springfield today and he's with the Gerber Baby Foods. I think he's one
of their representatives and his name is Picco. Now whether it's his son
or his grandson, I don't remember, but he must be around 40 or 45. It
must be his son. I see him in the store every so often.

Q: Back in the 1920's and even back in 1919, Springfield suffered through
Prohibition. There are several reasons why Springfield suffered Prohibition
earlier. One reason was because there were coal miners here and the
Constitution said--when the Amendment passed--said coal mines were off
limits to liquor. What do you remember of the Prohibition Era here in
Springfield?

A: You mean about the law? About that law I do not remember.

Q: I mean as far as the Italians are concerned. Did they look upon it
as sanething that was incomprehensible or did they look upon it as perhaps
a money-making proposition or what?

A: That's what I was going to say? It didn't bother our family because
my Dad was not interested in making money from liquor, He was a coal
miner and he accepted it. Now, he made his wine all the time during
Prohibition and nobody ever bothered him. I believe once we were checked
because we'd bought--they found out that we'd always bought sugar by the
hundred pounds in those days because you could get it cheaper and it
would last you--and maybe at that time he might have bought more than
that. But my Dad never used any sugar in his wine, it was natural
fermentation just like he made it in the old country. But they wanted to
know why we bought that hundred pounds of sugar. We proved, through the
grocery store, that we always bought sugar by the hundred pounds so they
left us alone. But I don't know. My Dad wasn't no drinker but he still
made his hundred gallons of wine, just for his friends.

Q: I don't think the Americans are right many times in thinking that
because the Europeans enjoy wine, that they look upon it as drinking.
Would you agree with me when I say that the Italians ususally kept wine
on the table and they would have that as we might drink water--not gulp
it down, but have it with a meal?
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A: Yes.

Q: Do you think that the Italians would drink to be social or just drink
to have samething to drink?

A: That's it. In the first place, that kind of wine that our folks made
was not the kind of wine that you have today. We know that anytime you
put sugar in wine, you form alcohol and you end up with a bad headache.
But if you make wine with natural fermentation, you can drink all the
wine you want and still wake up the next morning with a clear head.

Q: That's what we call the Italian red wine,

A: That's right, and that's what we would make. We cane fram the mountain
country over in Italy. The caves where they kept their wines--this is
high up in the Alps--and the wine was down in the valley. I'm talking
about this little accident here and I'll tell you a funny thing about my
Dad. Now, these caves faced the north side and they said that the north
wind blowing into these caves or the places where they kept their wines,
made perfect wine. Now, if the south wind hit it, it would spoil. So we
lived over on North Grand and the house faced north. He had a little
wine cellar down in the northeast corner of the building and he had one
of the cement blocks taken out of the north side so that north wind could
cane in and blow over his wine. (laughter) That's the honest truth!

And we would freeze to death with that cold wind coming underneath the
living roam. There was just a little porch to protect us and there was a
little wire on it so the bugs and things wouldn't came in. But that darn
hole was there all the time and we'd freeze to death. But he didn't
care. That's what made perfect wine; that north wind!

Q: Do you feel that the Italians suffered a stigmatism of being gangsters
during that era?

A: No, not our class of Italians.
Q: Not locally, then.

A: No, not locally, I don't think we did. I was going to say, he was
not a drinking man. But he made his hundred gallons and then on top of
that, he had a little bitty old still that he made his little White Male
with. My Dad didn't like White Mule but he'd make it for his friends.
Because what was he going to do if his friend came over to the table and
he wanted some hard liquor and he didn't have it? He had more feeling
for them than he did for what was good for him., He had to please his
friends, he had to be friendly.

Q: But you never, during that era, suffered at any time, fram anybody
calling you a gangster because you were an Italian?

A: No, I don't think they did. Of course, that was in my teenage days.

Q: 8o perhaps many of your friends were Italian, then?
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A: Yes, they were,
Q: You didn't get out into the neighborhoods to feel some of this?

A: No, At that time we lived in Scarne. Then we lived on North Grand

and of course there were a lot of Italians. The Favro's, the Tanalaras,
the DiGiralamos, the Sanegrassis, and your folks, too. S0 really it was
pretty rough to came down there and threaten us with anything. To call

you a dirty dago or sanething like that, there was plenty of us there to
take care of them, see?

Q: There's strength in mmbers, right? What about later when Mussolini
came into power in, say 1923. Did the Italians here in Springfield look
upon Mussolini as a savior of Italy?

A: No, my folks didn't, no. They didn't believe in it. One of our
relations, Mom's cousin, was a high ranking officer in Mussolini's party.
I know at the time that a few of the Italians went back to visit. These
people tried to convert them into Faciam and they refused. I know they
forced castor oil down them--that was one of the big punishments. They'd
give you a big glass of castor o0il and of course, you know what happened
after that.

Q: If you didn't like Faciam, you got castor oil.

A: Yes. But I know my Dad always wanted to go back to Italy but he
didn't care that much about Mussolini. He didn't like his ways.

Q: Do you remember any movies being brought in by the theatres to show
the popularity of Massolini in Italy?

A: No.

Q: Perhaps because there wasn't enough strength in Springfield for him
to have films brought in,

A: My Dad served in the Italian Army when he was young. Before my Dad
was a coal miner in America--he was a professional coal miner--he also
worked in the coal mines in Germany.

Q: A lot of the Italians went to Luxembourg, Germany rather than coming
to America. Do you believe--and I've heard this theory proposed--that it
was to gain passports fram another country besides Italy, so one could
came to America and not have the stigmatation of being Italian but being
German, Belgian, or French?

A: It probably was that, but the way that Dad told me was he couldn't make
enough money in Italy to get a passport. So he had to go to Germany where
they paid him fair wages for the work that was done. In fact, he says, the
conditions were better and he wished he would have stayed in Germany. The
conditions were a lot better in Germmany than they were in the United States.

End Of Side One, Tape One
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Q: Italians accepted the mines here, though.

A: Well, there was no other way. Of course it didn't happen to him, but
my Dad talked about a lot of slavery going on. To hold your job you had
to pay this guy. In those days they used to load two or three cars, and
they got paid so much for each car that you loaded down in the coal
mines. You had to put one check on there for the guy that sponsors you,
whether it was one every day or one every week, I heard my Dad talk
about that. Like I say, it didn't happen to him.

Q: When the unions started in the mines, did the Italians have a preference
for the United Mine Workers or the Progressives or what?

A: Well, that was really later on. That's what drove me out of the coal
mines--the Progressives and the United Mine Workers. But at one time it
was just the United Mine Workers. It was around 1929 or 1930, just

around the big crash. The Progressives began because it was one-man rule
all the time and votes didn't mean anything; it was dead locals that were
voting. The local miners didn't--it's the same thing with this Tony
Boyle. How strong the United Mine Workers were--don't get me wrong, they
did wonders for the workers. They brought them out of no place--but John
L. Lewis' rule went out of hand. By the way, I used to go over to Lawrence
Street where the old homestead was and I used to cut grass for him when I
was a kid, for his mother. But my Dad had been dead ten or twelve years
and he still got the Progressive paper. They used to have a little paper
that they sent out. We sent it back and they still sent it. Now, they
used to use that; the dead locals and people that were dead, they used to
use them for votes. They were still on the record. Regardless of whether
they was dead or alive, they voted for John L. Lewis. (laughter)

Q: The Italians then, couldn't do anything because of the mine unions.
They just worked in the mines.

A: That's right., They just worked in the mines and they had no representatives
and they just took orders.

Q: Everybody was that way.

A: Right. Everybody was that way. But Dad was a strong union man.
I'11l give you an estimate--about back in 1928 or 1929 I worked in the
coal mines.

Q: How many years did you work in the coal mines?

A: 8Six years. And I worked in old Klondike--that's way out on Wabash.

I used to drive my car to work. Me and my Dad and Joe Pasquale, Ralph
Cardone and Nick Alexander worked at Klondike Mine, and I worked on the
first cut machine that ever came into this territory. I worked there
because I had a strong back and no brains. I did all the loading. We
worked in gang work and this was just a test. They were trying out this
duckbill method of cutting coal because everything at that time was shot
in the solid and this was something new. So we got all the cars we
wanted to load and we worked three in a gang. I shell in the coal, and a
guy by the name of John Cavanaugh from Auburn ran the duckbill. Uncle
















