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From Agriculturalists to Entrepreneurs:
Economic Success and Mobility Among
Albuquerque's Italian Immigrants, 1900
1930
NICHOLAS P. CIOTOLA

In January 1915, seventeen-year-old Aladino Viviani departed his home
town of Fornovolasco, a small agricultural community nestled in the
Appeliine Mountains of Tuscany. Following the route of previous immi
grants, Viviani traveled through the mountains to the city of Lucca and
then north to Genoa, a bustling port city situated on the Ligurian Sea. In
Genoa, Viviani boarded the passenger steamship Verona, and began the
trans-Atlantic voyage to the United States of America.'

After arriving in New York on 17 February, Viviani produced papers
declaring him in good health and subsequently passed the immigrant
medical examinations administered at Ellis Island. Although unfamiliar
with the city and incapable of conversing in English, Viviani managed to
locate the New York railroad depot and boarded a train destined for New
Mexico. Following a long train journey, he arrived in Albuquerque and
was reunited with his brother Luigi. 2

Through his brother's connections, Viviani immediately secured a
job at the Santa Fe Railroad shops located on South First Street. For
lodging, he relied on the support of Pietro Vichi, another immigrant from
Fornovolasco who operated a small grocery store in Albuquerque. Even
tually, Viviani resigned his position with the railroad in order to seek a
better job. In 1921, he began working as a clerk at the Montezuma Gro
cery operated by Antonio and Cherubino Domenici, two other immi
grants from Italy.3 Nine years later, Viviani operated his own grocery
store at 1523 North Seventh Street, owned a modest home at the same
address, and was the head of a household of four. 4

Nicholas P. Ciotola received a B.A in History from Pennsylvania State Univer
sity (1994) and an M.A. in History from the University of New Mexico (1997)
where he interned in the Oral History Program. He is currently the coordinator of
Italian American Programs for the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania.
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The experiences of Aladino Viviani and the hundreds of other Ital
ian immigrants who settled in Albuquerque between 1900 and 1930 is the
central focus of this article. For the sake of time and space, only one
dimension of the Italian immigrant experience in Albuquerque is explored
herein-economic success and mobility. In addressing the notion of
immigrant assimilation and acculturation, historians and sociologists
have long included detailed analyses of economic mobility in their works. 5

Using previous studies as a basis, this article will demonstrate how
Albuquerque's Italians fit into the ideas posited by leading immigration
scholars. Did Italian immigrants who settled in Albuquerque experience
significant mobility? How did the unique conditions of the city of Albu
querque affect the immigrants'economic development? To what extent
did the perserverance of Old World ties support or hinder their ability to
succeed economically? Were Italian immigrants in Albuquerque more
successful economically than their countrymen who settled in larger
American cities? In terms of economic mobility, was Italian immigrant
settlement in the West distinctive from that in the East?

Between 1900 and 1930, Albuquerque witnessed a substantial in
migration of foreign-born Italians. 6 Many of these immigrants learned
about Albuquerque from family and friends already residing in the city
and immigrated through the process of chain migration. Other Italian
immigrants moved to Albuquerque after living elsewhere in the United
States or in another part of New Mexico. Still other Italians stumbled
upon Albuquerque by chance and then decided to stay permanently or
settled in the city because of its reputation as a haven for health seek
ers. In 1900, Albuquerque was home to ninety-nine foreign-born Ital
ians. 7 Thirty years later, the number of foreign-born Italians living in the
city peaked at 238. 8 Even though immigrants from throughout Italy con
stituted Albuquerque's foreign-born Italian population during this pe
riod, the majority hailed from Lucca, a province situated in the northern
Italian region of Toscana.

Although many elements prompted emigration from Italy, most Ital
ian immigrants to Albuquerque left their homeland for economic rea
sons. In the late l800s, a large percentage of the Italian people relied on
agriculture for survival. Even though marked progress in industrial de
velopment was apparent in certain areas of northern Italy by 1900, the
fruits of an industrial state did not yet affect the lives of lower-class
Italian peasants and many continued to practice primitive agriculture.
Long working hours, obsolete tools, vast distances between home and
field, and little tangible crop reward combined to make farming an ex
tremely difficult undertaking. In some regions of Italy, large landowners
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charged exorbitant rents and paid low wages to farmers willing to work
the soiJ.9 In their quest for personal wealth, these landowners bought
out small family farms forcing the former owners to seek employment as
day laborers on plantations owned by others.

The problems of the Italian agrarian sector increased between 1870
and 1900 when substantial population growth resulted in increases in
the average family size. In many agricultural communities, household
heads became incapable of providing for these larger families. Coupled
with outbreaks of malaria, cholera, pellagra, dysentery, and other dis
eases, Italy's agricultural disorder prompted many Italians to emigrate
to the United States. 10 The degree of unrest, of course, differed signifi
cantly from region to region. In general, the populations of southern
Italy encountered greater agricultural and climatic hardships than those
living in the north. 11 Nevertheless, some provinces of northern Italy,
including Lucca, experienced noticeable agricultural strife, the result of
which was the widespread emigration of its citizenry.

Employed as small farm owners and laborers in Italy, the majority of
Albuquerque's Italian immigrants left their native country to escape
agricultural hardship and seek economic opportunity abroad. Antonio
Domenici, a young immigrant from the province of Lucca, left Italy for
New Mexico when he realized his parents' modest family farm could not
support him and his six siblings. 12 Not wishing to risk the insecurity of
an agricultural existence in his country of birth, Luigi Del Frate also left
Italy in hope of finding economic success in Albuquerque. Upon hear
ing of the city's economic potential from his brother Giuseppe, Luigi Del
Frate emigrated from Italy in 19 14, arriving in Albuquerque at the age of
twenty-twoY Thelma Bachechi, a long time member of Albuquerque's
Italian American community, explains how economic hardship initiated
the process by which her family left Italy for New Mexico.

They left to try to better themselves. Our family was very poor
and they had all these children. It was hard supporting a family
that large so [the children] all tried to leave Italy. Not all of
them, but a majority came to this country to try to better them
selves. I remember them saying that my grandmother used to
yell about Christopher Columbus. She hated him because he
had taken all of her children away from her. You see, he discov
ered America. 14

Although raised in farming communities, Italian immigrants to Albu
querque, like Italian immigrants to the United States in general, rarely
pursued agricultural endeavors upon arriving in America. The United
States Immigration Office Public Use Sample, for example, indicates
that only six percent of foreign-born Italians living in the United States
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Alessandro Matteucci exemplified the economic success achieved by many
Italian immigrants in Albuquerque. This photograph shows Matteucci and his
family in front of his first business endeavor-the Porto Rico Saloon in Old
Town, ca. 1899. Yolanda Matteucci Marianetti collection, courtesy of Paul
and Patti Marianetti.

in 1910 were employed in agricultural pursuits. IS Some Italian immigrants
to the United States, however, did enjoy profound success in agricul
tural endeavors. In the early 1900s, for example, approximately three
hundred northern Italian immigrants instituted a cooperative farm colony
in St. Helena, North Carolina. 16 In Alabama, significant numbers of Ital
ian immigrants sought work in fields owned by wealthy planters. The
interest in Italian immigrant labor became so great in 1907 that a group of
Alabama planters met with the Italian ambassador hoping to increase
the influx of immigrant Italians into the state. I? Italian farmers also pros
pered in parts of the western United States. In California, for example,
they found success in truck farming, wine making, dairying, and other
agricultural enterprises. 18

Several Italians who settled in the Albuquerque area also made a
living from the trade of their ancestors. For the most part, Italian-born
agriculturists lived outside of the city limits rather than in the down
town district. In 1900, for instance, several Italian immigrants farmed
small plots of land in Los Duranes and Los Griegos, two predominately
Hispanic communities located on the outskirts of Albuquerque. 19 In the
1920s, farming continued to be a popular occupation for Italian immi-
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grants living in Los Duranes. In that decade, Felix Speronelli operated a
small truck farm in the community. George Domenici, a second-genera
tion Italian American born and raised in Albuquerque, recalls Speronelli's
making periodic visits to the city in order to sell his produce.

He was an Italian who had a truck farm [and] he had a horse and
wagon. I can remember when he came, he'd stop in front of the
house and he had a big cast iron weight. It must have been ten
or twelve pounds. He'd put it on the ground right in front of the
horses and snap the rope to the bridle and the horses would just
sit there all the time he was [selling]. He didn't stop at every
house. He'd stop [in between several homes] and two or three
women would come from the neighboring houses and then he'd
move down a half block or so and then he'd do the same thing. 20

Albuquerque's South Valley was also a popular locale for Italian
born farmers. In 1930, for example, Giuseppe Gherardi, an Italian immi
grant who originally left Italy to work as a miner, migrated from Dawson,
New Mexico to Albuquerque's South Valley to operate a truck farm.
During the 1930s, Giuseppe and his son James delivered produce to
private homes and retail grocery stores throughout the city.21 Two addi
tional South Valley farming families, the Lucchettis and the Gherardos,
trace their history back to Italian immigrants who came to the area at the
turn of the 20th century.22

One Italian immigrant actively sought to bring Italian farm workers
to the Albuquerque area. Realizing the agricultural prospects of the Rio
Grande Valley, Vittorio Nacamuli, an immigrant from Padua and the local
Italian consul, planned to establish a colony of Italian farmers south of
Albuquerque. In a 1907 article in the Albuquerque Morning Journal,
Nacamuli discussed his plans to bring Italians from the vicinity of Padua
and set them to work farming the Rio Grande Valley. "The consul is
confident," the article read, "that with a little boosting a large number of
these immigrants can [be] brought to New Mexico and the Rio Grande
Valley, particularly since Count Corte, the Italian consul general who
was here Thursday, is so very favorably impressed with the climate and
soil conditions of the valley."23 Nacamuli's audacious plans, however,
remained unfulfilled at the time of his departure for Colorado in 1912.

Despite the occasional farmer, the majority of Italian immigrants to
Albuquerque abandoned agriculture for other economic pursuits. As a
veritable western boom town, turn-of-the-century Albuquerque provided
numerous job opportunities outside the realm offarming, particularly in
proprietary, managerial, and other white-collar positions. 24 Realizing the
opportunity for economic success and possible advancement in these
areas, most Italian immigrants abandoned the trade of their European
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Table 1

Occupations ofForeign-born Italian Males in Albuquerque,
by Job Classification: 1900-1930

Total White % ofTotal Skilled % of Total Unskilled % of Total
Collar

1900 54 27 50% 19 35% 8 15%
1910 110 49 45% 35 32% 26 23%
1920 137 59 43% 48 35% 30 22%
1930 76 49 64% 17 23% 10 13%

Source: Twelfth Census ofPopulation, 1900, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13, and 26; Thirteenth
Census of Population, 1910, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13, and 26; Fourteenth Census of
Population, 1920, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13, and 26; and Albuquerque City Directory,
1930 (El Paso, TX: Hudspeth Directory Co., 1930). 109-484.

ancestors after arriving in the city. Some Italians even made the decision
to emigrate due to rumors of non-agricultural economic opportunities in
Albuquerque. In 1888, for example, Angelina Giomi heard of the many
possibilities for economic success from her sister Isola Bambini who
had already settled in the city. Hoping to join her sister and take advan
tage of the economic potential of the area, Angelina convinced her hus
band Girolamo to leave Italy and go to New Mexico. 25

Indeed, early Albuquerque provided an environment that fostered
the economic success of immigrants living there. Italian immigrants were
perhaps the most successful of all immigrant groups in Albuquerque. In
fact, many foreign-born Italians secured white-collar positions or other
wise improved their economic status soon after arrival in the city. 26 Table
1 lists the number of Italian immigrants employed in three job catego
ries-white-collar, skilled, and unskilledY As evidenced by these sta
tistics, Italian immigrants in Albuquerque were most commonly employed
in white-collar jobs, an indicator of their collective economic success. 28

During this period, the most popular job for Italian immigrants in
Albuquerque was small business owner. In fact, in 1900, 1910, 1920, and
1930, more Italians were employed as small business owners than in any
other profession. In 1900, for example, nineteen Italian immigrants, or
thirty-five percent of the total immigrant males listing jobs, were the
proprietors of either merchant businesses, saloons, wholesale liquor
dealerships, or restaurants. 29 In 1910, this was true for twenty percent of
all Italian immigrants working in Albuquerque. 3o By 1920, the most popu
lar occupations for Italian immigrants had become that of grocer or mer
chant. In that year, twenty Italians owned neighborhood grocery stores
or other merchant businesses, either alone or in partnership with an
other Italian immigrant. 31 Ten years later, seventeen Italian immigrants
were proprietors of these types of businesses. 32 As might be expected,
the financial stability of these Italian-owned businesses differed mark-
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Table 2

Occupational Mobility of Foreign-born Italian Males
in Albuquerque: 1900-1910·

Job Class, 1910

Job Class. 1900 White Collar Skillled Unskilled
White Collar 20 (90%) o(0"10) 1(10%)
Skilled 5 (63%) 2 (25%) 1(12%)
Unskilled 1(25%) 1(25%) 2(50%)

·Based on a sample of 33 foreign-born Italian immigrant males who could be traced in Albuquerque from
1900-1910.

Source: Twelfth Census of Population, 1900, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13, and 26; and
Worley's Directory ofAlbuquerque, NM, 1910-19JJ (Dallas, TX: John F. Worley Directory Co., 1910),
75-304.

edly from one firm to the next. Some immigrants amassed fortunes from
their stores, using their incomes to build grandiose homes and purchase
plots of land around the city. Others earned just enough to survive.
Nevertheless, the fact that the majority of Albuquerque's Italian immi
grants were able to escape from, or altogether avoid, pick-and-shovel
work and eventually own and operate businesses of their choosing is an
important sign of the group's economic success. .

Tables 2, 3, and 4 indicate that Italian immigrants in Albuquerque
also experienced upward occupational mobility.33 In other words, they
often moved from lower status to higher status job-positions. For ex
ample, 50 percent of the Italian immigrants holding unskilled jobs in 1900
had obtained either white colIar or ski lIed positions by 1910. Further
more, as evidenced by Table 3, 62 percent of Albuquerque's unskilled
Italian workers improved to white-collar or skilled jobs between 1910
and 1920.34 Italian immigrants holding unskilled jobs enjoyed the great
est upward mobility between 1920 and 1930. As revealed by Table 4, 83
percent of Italian immigrants employed as unskilled workers in 1920 had
secured white collar or skilled positions by 1930.

Many Italian immigrants in skilled professions also improved their
economic status after living in Albuquerque for several years. Table 2
demonstrates that sixty-three percent of Italian immigrants holding skilled
positions in 1900 had secured white collar jobs by 1910. Between 1910
and 1920, 50 percent of the Italian immigrants holding skilled jobs im
proved to white collar positions while thirty-five percent did so between
1920 and 1930.

Tables 2, 3, and 4 also show that Italian immigrants in white collar
occupations rarely fell to lo~er status jobs later in life. For example, 90
percent of Italian immigrants with white collar jobs in 1900 continued to
hold jobs in that category in 1910. The persistence rate for white collar
workers was also high during the period from 1910 to 1920. Furthermore,
as shown in Table 4, 88 percent of immigrants who held white-collar jobs
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Table 3

Occupational Mobility of Foreign-born Italian Males
in Albuquerque: 1910-1920·

Job Class, 1920

Job Class, 1910 While Collar Skillled Unskilled
While Collar 30 (91%) 3 (9%) 0(0%)
Skilled 8 (50%) 6 (38%) 2 (12%)
Unskilled 5 (31%) 5 (31%) 6 (38%)

·Based on a sample of 65 foreign-born Italian immigrant males who could be traced in Albuquerque from
1910-1920.

Source: Thineenth Census ofPopulation, 1910, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13, and 26; and
Albuquerque City Directory, 1920 eEl Paso, TX: Hudspeth Directory Co., 1920). 184-543.

in 1920 continued to do so in 1930. Like white-collar workers, immigrants
holding skilled jobs rarely dropped to lower status jobs later in life.
Overall, Italian immigrants in Albuquerque experienced a high rate of
upward occupational mobility and a low rate of downward mobility, an
other indicator of their economic success in the city.

When compared to other immigrants, Italians may have been the
most upwardly mobile foreign-born group in Albuquerque. Although
data was not collected for ethnic groups other than Italians for this
article, Judith DeMark's study of Albuquerque's immigrants yielded some
interesting comparative data. Between 1900 and 1910, DeMark writes, "a
larger percentage of Italians than Germans, English or Irish improved
their job status."35 In a later work, DeMark draws comparative conclu
sions between foreign-born groups in Albuquerque, including Italians,
and immigrants living in other areas of the United States. Albuquerque's
foreign-born, she states, may have done comparatively better than their
eastern contemporaries and thus, "American immigration history may
need to be redefined. "36

The economic experiences of Italian immigrants in Albuquerque var
ied greatly from one individual to the next. As might be expected, some
Italian immigrants did not enjoy the economic success and upward mo
bility common among others. John Ross, for example, an Italian immi
grant who secured his first job as a day laborer, never managed to move
up to a skilled or white collar position while living in Albuquerque. 37

Nicola Tagliaferro, like Ross, also failed to advance from laborer to a
higher status job. Although promoted to foreman, Tagliaferro continued
to be employed as a day laborer while living in Albuquerque between
1900 and 1920. 38 Some foreign-born Italians even experienced downward
economic mobility. Angelo Parenti, an immigrant who operated a mer
chant business on North Broadway in 1900, was employed as a night
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Table 4

Occupational Mobility of Foreign-born Italian Males
in Albuquerque: 1920-1930·

Job Class, 1930
Job Oass, 1920 White Collar Skilled Unskilled
White Collar 23 (88%) 2 (8%) 1(4%)
Skilled 6(35%) II (65%) 0(0%)
Unskilled 4133%) 6 (50%) 2 (1'7%)

·Based on a sample of 55 foreign-born Italian immigrant males who could be traced in Albuquerque from
1920-1930.

Source: Fourteenth Census ofPopulation, 1920, Bernalillo County, NM, precincts 12, 13. and 26; and
Albuquerque City Directory, 1930 (E1 Paso, TX: Hudspeth Directory Co., 1930), 109-484.

watchman ten years later and as an unskilled railroad laborer in 1920.39

Furthermore, many of the Italian immigrants who returned to Italy or left
the city for undisclosed locations may have done so because of eco
nomic disappointment in Albuquerque.

Although some suffered economically, a substantial number of
Albuquerque's Italian immigrants experienced upward occupational mo
bility. The life stories a1!d economic achievements of many individual
Italian immigrants in the city can be gleaned from the biographies offive
representative figures-Oreste Bachechi, Ettore Franchini, Aladino
Viviani, and Pompilio and Alessandro Matteucci. 40

Many of the Italian immigrants arriving around the turn of the twen
tieth century capitalized on the influx of settlers and the physical expan
sion of the city to open service-related businesses such as saloons,
hotels, and general stores. The 1892 City Directory, for example, reveals
that Italians living in Albuquerque were most commonly employed as
small business owners. In that year, for instance, Giuseppe Badaraco
operated a grocery, wine, and liquor shop at 223 North Third Street and
Charles Melini had a merchant tailor shop at 117 West Railroad Av
enue. 41 As a result of their enterprising actions, these and other early
arrivals actually began their economic careers in Albuquerque as busi
ness owners.

Oreste Bachechi was one of the most economically successful Ital
ian immigrants in Albuquerque. Like many of the early arrivals, Bachechi
began his economic career as a small business owner when he opened a
tent saloon in the city shortly after his arrival. 42 By 190 I, Bachechi had
instituted a partnership with Girolamo Giomi, another Italian immigrant,
to form Bachechi & Giomi, a wholesale liquor enterprise. 43 Bachechi's
initial undertakings were so successful that he was soon able to move
his family to a new home on the 400 block of North Second Street. 44
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In 1907, Bachechi and Giomi expanded their partnership into the
Consolidated Liquor Company, a corporation managed by Bachechi,
Giomi, Charles Melini, and J.D. Eakin. 45 In 1917, Bachechi established
the Bachechi Mercantile Company, naming himself president, Siro Chiordi
the vice president, and P. Pucchetti the secretary/treasurer. 46 The
Bachechi Mercantile Company billed itself as an agent for Schlitz Beer,
Manitou mineral water, Kentucky whiskeys, and olive oil imported from
Lucca, Italy-Bachechi's home province. In order to accommodate the
travel needs of his fellow Italians, Bachechi's company also served as a
ticket and information agent for Europe-bound steamship lines. In 1920,
Bachechi turned this profitable business over to his son Arthur. 47

Although he made his living from liquor, the advent of Prohibi
tion in 1920 did not hinder Bachechi 's economic success. With the pas
sage of the Eighteenth Amendment, Bachechi became the proprietor of
the Pastime Theater, while his son converted Bachechi Mercantile to
conform to national prohibition. 48 In 1922, Oreste Bachechi became presi
dent of the Anchor Milling Company, his latest economic endeavor, and
continued to serve as proprietor of the Pastime Theater. 49 While build
ing a prosperous career from his liquor, mercantile, and theater dealings,
Bachechi made numerous additional investments which served to in
crease his personal wealth and reputation among fellow immigrants and
residents of the Albuquerque community at large.

Other Italian immigrants did not begin their careers as white
collar workers but worked their way up to such positions from skilled or
unskilled jobs. Ettore Franchini, for example, first worked in Albuquer
que as a driver, porter, and janitor in a saloon owned by Oreste Bachechi
and Girolamo Giomi. 50 In 1902, Franchini left this job to work as an en
gine wiper in the Santa Fe Railroad shops located on South First Street. 51

After working his way up to machinist in the shops, Franchini aban
doned his railroad career in order to pursue other economic endeavors.
With the help of Oreste Bachechi, Franchini obtained his first white
collar position as a partner with A.O. Bachechi & Company. 52 Over the
next eleven years, he was affiliated with A.O. Bachechi & Company,
Bachechi Mercantile Company, and the Anchor Milling Company, serv
ing as vice president in two of these enterprises. Together with his brother
Ovidio, Ettore eventually opened Franchini Brothers, a wholesale and
retail grocery and general merchandise store. This establishment spe
cialized in imported groceries, Italian specialty items, olive oil, and steam
ship tickets to Europe. 53

Aladino Viviani also made the transition from unskilled railroad
laborer to small business owner. Between 1917, the year of his arrival in
the city, and 1920, Viviani progressed from an unskilled railroad laborer
to a machinist at the Santa Fe Railroad shops. Although a capable ma-
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chinist, Viviani made the decision to leave his railroad position follow
ing a near-fatal accident in the shops. Aladino Viviani's son Henry re
counts the interesting incident that prompted his father to leave his job
with the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad.

[One day] he fell off the steam engine, off the hood of the steam
engine, onto the concrete floor [and lost] all of his hair on one
side of his head. They didn't think he was going to live because
he had so much blood in his scalp. But he was living with the
[Pietro Vichi family] and they had a little Mexican woman who
[told] Mrs. Vichi that she could cure him. She said, "If you don't
do something, he is going to die because he has all this blood in
his head." This little lady made some black coffee, steaming
black coffee, and put some herbs in it and made a canopy over
[his] head and made him breath it. He did this every two or three
hours and then, all of a sudden, my dad's nose started to bleed
and all that blood came out. If it hadn't been for that little lady,
he would be dead. She was a curandera. 54

This life-threatening experience behind him, Viviani next secured
successive positions at the Montezuma Grocery, Central Milling Com
pany, Liberty Coal Company, and Union Bakery.55 In 1928, he opened his
own grocery store at 301 North Broadway, later moving the successful
business to 1523 North Seventh Street. 56 Viviani's grocery and meat
market soon acquired a city-wide reputation for homemade Italian sau
sage and therefore earned the steady patronage of many residents of
the local Italian American communityY

Some Italian immigrants holding skilled job positions turned their
expertise in a particular field into profitable businesses. Pompilio
Matteucci, for example, built on his shoe-making skills. After emigrating
to Albuquerque in 1905, Matteucci opened a small shoe repair shop at
105 North First Street to serve the needs of the growing Albuquerque
community. 58 Having mastered the shoe-making trade while serving in
the Italian army, the young immigrant soon acquired a city-wide reputa
tion as a capable craftsman. Although only a shoe-maker by trade,
Matteucci eventually decided to turn his shoe repair shop into a retail
shoe store. Matteucci named this modest business the Paris Shoe Store
in honor of the city that most caught his attention during the long trip to
the United States. 59 With the help of his children and grandchildren,
Matteucci expanded the Paris into one of the largest retail shoe stores in
the Southwest.

Like Pompilio Matteucci, many foreign-born Italians used their skills
to become proprietors of specialty businesses. In 1920, for example,
Albuquerque was home to ten Italian immigrant tailors, eight of whom
were also the proprietors of their own tailoring businesses. 60 Other ltal-
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The Porto Rico saloon as it appeared following renovations to the building's
facade, ca. 1904. Yolanda Matteucci Marianetti collection, courtesy of Paul
and Patti Marianetti.

ian immigrants turned their stonemasonry and architectural skills into
lucrative contracting businesses. 61 Julio and Amerigo Menicucci, mean
while, capitalized on their experience in automobile service and repair.
After emigrating to the Midwest to work in the mining industry, the
Menicucci brothers relocated to Albuquerque in 1922 and opened the
Safety First Tire Company in partnership with Astutillio Giannini, an
other immigrant from Italy.62 Several years later, Julio and Amerigo left
this endeavor to open the Super Service Station and Tire Company at
401 North Fourth Street. 63 Unlike other areas of the United States where
skilled workers commonly worked in large factories, shops, or firms owned
by others, the Italians of Albuquerque were often able to turn their skills
into private business endeavors. In Albuquerque, then, skilled work pro
vided yet another direct avenue to small business ownership.

Interestingly, one prosperous Italian immigrant discovered that eco
nomic achievement did not necessarily guarantee success in Albuquer
que politics. Alessandro Matteucci, the first of four Matteucci brothers
to immigrate to Albuquerque, came to the city in 1899 to work as a clerk
at the Porto Rico, a saloon and grocery store owned by his uncle. 64 Soon
afterward, Matteucci assumed control of the Porto Rico from its former
owner. In 1905, Matteucci teamed up with Pio Lommori, another immi
grant from Italy, to open Lommori and Matteucci's grocery on the corner
of Seventh Street and Tijeras Avenue. 65 When Lommori left the busi
ness two years later, Matteucci made his brother Amadeo a partner and
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Lommori & Matteucci Meat Market and Grocery located on the corner of
Seventh Street and Tijeras Avenue, ca. 1906. Yolanda Matteucci Marianetti
collection, courtesy of Paul and Patti Marianetti.

renamed the store the Champion Grocery and Meat Market. 66 Although
Amadeo eventually abandoned the brothers' business to open his own
grocery store, Alessandro continued to operate the Champion Grocery
until 1938.67

Hoping to use business success to his advantage, Alessandro
Matteucci ran as the Republican candidate for Bernalillo County Sheriff
in 1920. In the year of national Prohibition, however, Matteucci's in
volvement in the saloon business worked against his political aspira
tions. In an Albuquerque Morning Journal political advertisement, Tony
Ortiz, the Democratic nominee for County Sheriff, attacked Matteucci
for his saloon and gambling ties. The advertisement emphasized the fact
that Ortiz, unlike Matteucci, "never ran a joint, never frequents them,
[and] is under no obligations to the gambling fraternity in Old Town."68
Ortiz's supporters continued to target Matteucci's saloon and gambling
ties in the weeks prior to the election.

In retaliation for the negative campaigning of his opponent,
Matteucci emphasized both his economic achievements and reputation
as a fair, respectable businessman. In his own political advertisement,
Matteucci challenged the many "untruths" circulated about him in the
local papers and touted his economic success. "Everybody knows," the
advertisement read, "I have always been a friend of the working man,
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and any businessman in this city will tell you my reputation for business
integrity.... I have been connected with the Champion Grocery since
1900 and those who have traded with me know my reputation. "69 Despite
his appeal to the Albuquerque business community and the political
support of many Italian immigrants, Matteucci lost the election to Ortiz,
winning only 3,259 votes to Ortiz's 5,997. 70

The experiences of these five personalities illustrate the various
paths that led Italian immigrants to economic success in Albuquerque.
Some, like Oreste Bachechi and Alessandro Matteucci, secured white
collar jobs immediately upon arrival in Albuquerque and used these po
sitions as stepladders for further advancement. Others, including Ettore
Franchini and Aladino Viviani, worked their way up from unskilled jobs
into white collar positions as small business owners. Still other immi
grants, most notably Pompilio Matteucci, were able to turn their skills or
trades into profitable business enterprises.

Although most did not hold a job outside the home, several Italian
immigrant women also took advantage of the many economic opportuni
ties available in Albuquerque. Oreste Bachechi 's wife Maria, for instance,
served as the proprietor of several Albuquerque hotels before opening
a dry goods business with Armida Bonaguidi in 1917. 71 Although her
exact role in the undertaking is unknown, Mrs. Bachechi may have also
encouraged her husband to construct the Kimo Theater on the corner of
Central Avenue and Fifth Street. 72 Like Maria Bachechi, Ettore Franchini's
sister Fanny also enjoyed success in business. After working as a do
mestic servant at the Savoy Hotel on South First Street and as a manager
at the Elms Hotel, Fanny Franchini went into the grocery business with
her sister Lena and Siro Chiordi, another immigrant from Italy.73 Between
1921 and 1925, Fanny Franchini served as a partner in the Santa Fe Gro
cery at 90 I South Second Street. 74 Other Italian immigrant women be
came proprietors of boarding houses. In 1910, for example, six Italian
immigrant women managed boarding houses in Albuquerque. 75

What then accounted for the economic success commonplace among
Albuquerque's Italian immigrants? According to Andrew Rolle, the
unique western environment greatly contributed to the material success
of Italian immigrants who settled in certain areas of the West. In The
Immigrant Upraised, Rolle argues that Italians in the western United
States generally escaped "ethnic crowding, slums, ghettoes, and a large
measure of prejudice," all of which acted as barriers to economic achieve
ment. 76 Despite some measure of initial suffering, Italian immigrants, ac
cording to Rolle, "found freedom in America's West rather than rigidity,
openness rather than closed privilege," and demonstrated an ability to
use the western environment to their advantage. Whether they advanced
from railroad workers to small business owners, farm laborers to enter-
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Alessandro Matteucci and family in front of the Matteucci home in Albuquerque,
ca. 1910. Yolanda Mattuecci Marianetti collection, courtesy of Paul and Patti
Marianetti.

prising agriculturists, or street peddlers to white collar employees, Ital
ian immigrants in the West managed to avoid many of the restrictive
features of other American cities-mainly ethnic prejudice and discrimi
nation-and therefore enjoyed significant economic success.

In The Varieties of Ethnic Experience, Micaela di Leonardo, like
Rolle, makes a strong case for the distinct nature of Italian immigrant
settlement in the West. The Italians of California, di Leonardo argues,
differed in a number of ways from their countrymen residing in other
parts of the United States. For example, they tended to arrive earlier and
hailed from northern Italian provinces rather than the Mezzogiorno. Most
importantly, perhaps, di Leonardo argues that Italians in California oc
cupied a higher position in the state's racial hierarchy than either Mexi
cans or Asians. In distinguishing themselves as part of the white working
class, California's Italian-born managed to avoid the economic oppres
sion often leveled against these minority groups. When coupled with
the unique economic conditions of the state and the presence of strong
kinship support networks, this absence of discrimination allowed
California's Italians to enjoy a degree of upward social mobility unchar
acteri stic of many of their eastern contemporaries. 77
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Alessandro Matteucci, his wife Maria, and children, Pete and Yolanda, posing
for a photograph in front of the Champion Grocery and Meat Market, ca.
1920. Yolanda Matteucci Marianetti collection, courtesy of Paul and Patti
Marianetti.

One possible explanation for the lack of anti-Italian discrimination
in Albuquerque lies in settlement demographics. In April of 1880, the
Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad arrived in the city, then a small
community populated mainly by Hispanics, Native Americans, and sev
eral pioneering Anglo American and European immigrant families. The
railroad's arrival resulted in the immediate division ofAlbuquerque into
"Old Town," the city's original plaza dating back to the Spanish Colonial
Period, and "New Town," the area that sprouted up along the railroad
tracks. Shortly thereafter, New Albuquerque experienced an immediate
and unprecedented building boom, and, consequently, a steady increase
in population. Between 1880 and 1930, Albuquerque's population in
creased from 2,315 to 20,750 as Anglo Americans and foreign-born immi
grants such as the Irish, Germans, Jews, and Italians made the city their
home. Since the settlement of Anglo Americans-"Old Immigrants" such
as Germans and Irish, and "New Immigrants," namely Italians, occurred
simultaneously rather than in successive stages-there existed little ani
mosity between early and later arrivals as was commonplace in other
American cities. 78
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It would be inaccurate, however, to assume that Albuquerque was
free from all ethnic and racial prejudice. The arrival of Anglo American
and European immigrant groups to Albuquerque coincided with the on
set of anti-Hispanic and anti-Native American sentiment directed by the
new establishment at those peoples who had inhabited the land for count
less generations. Italians, as white ethnics, managed to avoid this preju
dice. In other words, prejudice and discrimination did exist in
Albuquerque. However, it was not systematically targeted against the
Italians because the city's so called "colored" ethnic groups, Hispanics
and Native Americans, bore the brunt. 79

Albuquerque's status as a bustling western community also con
tributed to the economic success of Italian immigrants living there. Rapid
population growth in Albuquerque between 1880 and 1930 and the city's
status as a major railroad stop resulted in a demand for saloons, grocer
ies, merchant shops, hotels, rooming houses, and other service-related
businesses. 8o In order to meet the needs of Albuquerque's growing popu
lation, many Italian immigrants opened these types of businesses soon
after arriving in the city. Other Italian immigrants with skills such as
shoe-making, tailoring, and automobile service and repair capitalized on
an increased demand for their services also created by the physical ex
pansion of the city. Unlike certain other American cities where arriving
Italians encountered an established business sector difficult to pen
etrate, the Italians of Albuquerque came to the city when it was ripe for
business development. Although most did not achieve the financial suc
cess of Oreste Bachechi or Pompilio Matteucci, the typical Italian immi
grant earned enough to purchase property and a home, provide for the
needs of his family, and live a comfortable life in the city.81

Since many foreign-born Italians earned their livelihoods from small
businesses, the steady patronage of Albuquerque's citizenry played
another important role in the immigrants' collective economic success.
Although their businesses catered to Anglo Americans, Native Ameri
cans, and representatives of Albuquerque's other immigrant groups, the
most popular customers of many Italian-owned groceries, saloons, and
merchant enterprises were Hispanic New Mexicans. Luigi Del Frate, for
example, catered mainly to Spanish speakers because his two businesses,
the Pershing Cafe on South First Street and the Palms Beer Garden in Old
Town, were situated in neighborhoods heavily populated by Hispan
ics. 82 As a result of daily interaction with his clientele, Del Frate, like
most Italian-born store owners, developed an excellent knowledge of
conversational Spanish. Native New Mexican customers were so preva
lent in Modesto Daile Piagge's Mint Bar that he employed a Hispanic
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chef to prepare traditional meals for bar patrons. 83 Mattia Vaio's whole
sale grocery, meanwhile, traded primarily with Hispanic farmers and ranch
ers residing outside of the Albuquerque city limits. According to Mattia
Vaio's son George:

These folks used to come in from Estancia and areas east of the
Sandia Mountains. They'd come down in horse and wagons and
a lot of them grew beans and brought beans in to sell-Pinto
beans. Some brought in cedar posts to sell. When I was a kid,
they used to park their horse and wagons behind the store and
spend the evening. Then they would buy their supplies and go
back. It was mostly mountain trade [and the business language]
was Spanish.84

Although the particular social and economic conditions of Albu
querque played an important role in the Italians' economic success, Old
World ties, in the form of ethnic community relationships, also helped
facilitate the process by which the immigrants underwent economic ad
vancement in the city. The beginning ofAlbuquerque's closely knit Ital
ian immigrant community can be traced to the founding of the
Associazione Italiana di Mutua Protezione Cristoforo Colombo, also
known as the Colombo Society, on 24 April 1892. The organization's
sixty-two charter members originally designed the Colombo Society to
provide mutual assistance and protection for the Italian-born residents
of Albuquerque. According to the conditions of membership, each mem
ber was required to pay an annual fee toward a sickness and accident
fund. 85 Membership dues also provided assistance for immigrants in need
of funeral expenses for a loved one and financed a modest plan to aid
sick and unemployed immigrants. 86 Shortly after its formation, society
members sponsored the construction of the Colombo Hall at 416 North
Second Street to serve as the headquarters for the new societyY

The Colombo Society provided a solid foundation for the growth
and development of a tightly-knit ethnic community-a community held
together by the shared immigration experience and commonalties in lan
guage, religion, and culture. Inside the Colombo Hall's modest quarters,
members of the Society sponsored dinners, dances, theatrical perfor
mances, concerts, and other community functions. These regular events
attracted entire immigrant families, including children. 88 On some occa
sions, Italian immigrants even held their wedding receptions at this Ital
ian community center. 89 In the evenings, Italian men visited the Colombo
Hall to play Italian games such as bocce and briscola and socialize with
their fellow countrymen. 90
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Strong interpersonal relations between members of this particularly
tightly-knit ethnic community contributed to the economic success of
individual Italian immigrants. In many instances, casual social relation
ships were transformed into economically prosperous business partner
ships. In 190 I, five Italian business partnerships, Bachechi & Giomi,
Toti & Gradi, Morelli Brothers, Tartaglia & Ciddo, and Tomei & Brothers,
served the residents of the Albuquerque community at large. 91 In 1910,
the city was home to eighteen business partnerships between Italian
immigrants. 92 Ten years later, the number of businesses operated by Ital
ian-born partners increased to twenty-one. 93 By 1930, there were only
fourteen Italian partnerships in Albuquerque, largely because many
former partners had by then begun to initiate business endeavors of
their own. 94

Sometimes, Italian business partnerships consisted of two or more
blood relatives. In 1910, for instance, Edward and Joseph Vaio were co
proprietors ofVaio Brothers general merchandise store at 307 North First
Street. 95 Prior to opening his own wholesale grocery store, Edward and a
third brother, Mattia, served as additional partners in the family busi
ness. 96 In most cases, however, future partners met one another in Albu
querque, established a good relationship through Italian community
gatherings and functions, and later decided to pool their resources and
start a business. As mentioned earlier, Oreste Bachechi and Ettore
Franchini entered into a number of business partnerships with addi
tional immigrants from Italy. Similarly, in 1920, Luigi Del Frate teamed up
with Pasqualino Sei to open the Pershing Cafe at 109 South First Street. 97

For many immigrants, the partnership was the only means by which they
could raise the necessary capital to invest in a business of their own.

Once an individual Italian immigrant achieved economic success, he
often provided assistance to his countrymen still struggling to get ahead.
In fact, many recently-arrived immigrants relied on the support of estab
lished Italian families to obtain a first job. Luigi Giacomelli, for instance,
worked as a servant for Oreste Bachechi upon arriving in Albuquerque
in 1899. 98 Like Giacomelli, Ettore Franchini and Antonio Bandoni found
their first jobs in one of Oreste Bachechi's businesses. 99 Antonio
Domenici and Cherubino Domenici, the proprietors of the Montezuma
Grocery Store, also supplied jobs for recently-arrived immigrants from
Italy. The Domenici's business, for example, employed four Italians in
1910, two as clerks and two as bartenders. loo In that year, a total of
twenty-four foreign-born Italians were employed as white collar or skilled
workers in businesses owned by other Italian immigrants. IOI Many of the
immigrants who got their start in the employ of another Italian eventu
ally succeeded in opening their own small business as well.
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Occasionally, Italian immigrants wishing to start a business sought
financial support from established families. Giuseppe Gherardi, for ex
ample, relied on credit extended to him from several Italian-operated
stores in Albuquerque to start his South Valley farming operation in
1930. 102 At one point in his business career, Ettore Franchini went to
Joseph Massaglia, an Italian immigrant from Piedmont, and secured a
generous loan to help with necessary expenses. 103 After leaving his rail
road career, Aladino Viviani borrowed a substantial sum of money from
Mattia Vaio in order to start his own grocery store. 104 Julio and Amerigo
Menicucci, Luigi Giannini, and Oreste Ganzerla also relied on loans from
economically successful families in order to initiate their own business
enterprises. lOS In Albuquerque, close interpersonal relationships among
foreign-born Italians helped facilitate the process by which Old World
ties were transformed into economic success.

Whether they began their careers at the white collar level, worked
their way up to such positions from unskilled jobs, or turned their skills
and trades into profitable business enterprises, Italian immigrants in
Albuquerque achieved substantial economic success shortly after their
arrival in the city, a sign that they adjusted easily to life in the South
west. Unlike other areas of the United States where foreign-born Italians
were most commonly employed in unskilled positions, the Italians of
Albuquerque succeeded in obtaining white-collar positions such as small
business ownership soon after emigration or, at the very least, during
the course of their lifetimes. The vast majority of Italian immigrants in
Albuquerque were employed in white collar positions between 1900 and
1930 and the fewest injobs requiring no special skills. Furthermore, Ital
ian immigrants living in the city experienced a high rate of upward occu
pational mobility and a low rate of downward mobility, another indicator
of their collective economic success. Overall, the unique social and eco
nomic conditions of the city, coupled with the ability of individual immi
grants to use Old World relationships to their advantage, allowed
Albuquerque's foreign-born Italians to make a successful transition from
agriculturalists to entrepreneurs.
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