





describing five murders that had occurred in a two year period at Oak and
Milton in the heart of Little Sicily. Headlines read “Two Years Toll at ‘Death
Corner.”” Like the term Little Hell, the name Death Corner captured the
imagination of newspaper reporters who began to repeatedly use the term
when referring to crime in the area. The murders at Death Corner were
attributed to the“Black Hand.” The Black Hand was not a criminal organi-
zation, but a crude method of extortion, by which wealthy Italians and
others were extorted for money.* Intended victims were simply sent a letter
stating that they would come to violence if they did not pay a particular
sum. The term Black Hand came into use because the extortion letters often
contained a drawing of a black hand and other evil symbols. Because of
newspaper publicity, almost every crime in the Italian community was soon
attributed to the Black Hand. There, undoubtedly, had been a dis-
proportionate number of killings near the corner of Oak and Milton, but
they were probably due more to personal quarrels than any single criminal
organization.

Black Hand crimes began to disappear after 1915. By 1920, Black
Hand activities had virtually vanished. Strong action by the White Hand
Society, a group of Italian-American businessmen, and the Chicago Police
Black Hand Squad, a group of Italian-American police officers, ended Black
Hand extortion in Chicago. No sooner than the end of the Black Hand
menace, the residents of Little Sicily were confronted with yet another
crime problem. On 1 February 1920 the Volstead Act ended the sale of alco-
holic beverages in the United States. Although illegal, there was still a pub-
lic demand for alcohol. This demand was filled by various bootlegging
gangs around Chicago. In Little Sicily, bootlegging was under the control
of the Aiello brothers. The Aiello’s owned a bakery at 473 West Division
Street in the heart of Little Sicily.*® They were a large and extensive family
of nine brothers and numerous cousins. Joey Aiello was the kingpin of the
group. The Aiellos were fiercely independent and spurned the advances of
the Capone mob, who were attempting to consolidate all illegal liquor
traffic in Chicago. Eventually war broke out between the competing
factions. Within a year a dozen men were killed in Chicago’s Little Sicily
neighborhood and $75,000 worth of property was firebombed, as the Aiello
and Capone forces battled for control of the liquor business. Father Luigi
Giambastiani, troubled by the killings, posted a sign on the front door of the
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Saint Philip Benizi Church, which read: “Brothers! For the honor you owe
to God, for the respect of your American Country and humanity; pray that
this ferocious manslaughter, which disgraces the Italian name before the
civilized world, may come to an end.”*

The Depression also hit Little Sicily hard; but like other communi-
ties throughout the country, the people persevered. In spite of difficult
economic conditions and the community’s tough reputation, positive things
were happening in Little Sicily. A group of young men known as the Owl-
Indians Social Athletic Club were working to prepare young people to
participate in community life through recreational programs and social
events.” The Owl-Indians began as a boy gang at Seward Park in the heart
of Little Sicily during the early 1920s. They were named after the park’s
lightweight boy’s basketball team. The Seward Park Indians were the big-
ger boys. The president of the Owl-Indians was a dentist named Angelo
Lendino. In September 1935, the Owl-Indians were invited by Joseph
Lohman (who later became sheriff of Cook County) of the Illinois Institute
for Juvenile Research, to join the Chicago Area Project. The Chicago Area
Project was begun by Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay to fight juvenile
delinquency in Chicago. The program focused on using community mem-
bers to fight delinquency through improved educational and recreational
programs for youth and the improvement of the physical and social
conditions of the community. One month later, at Doctor Lendino’s
request, seventy-five men gathered at the boy’s gymnasium in Seward Park.
They were lawyers, policemen, machinists, physicians, truck drivers,
carpenters, storekeepers, barbers, public officials, ditch-diggers, and tailors.
The Chicago Area Project offered them a chance to make things better in
their neighborhood and they accepted the challenge. As a result, the North
Side Civic Committee was formed with Doctor Lendino as its president.

Little Sicily was chosen as the first community in the Near North
Side to participate in the Chicago Area Project on the assumption that the
social life of the community and groups like the Owl-Indians could support
such a program. This social life is best described in the words of Doctor
Lendino himself. Referring to Little Sicily, Lendino wrote:

Perhaps nowhere else in the city is there to be
found a neighborhood where as many people know each
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observing the work of Doctor Lendino and the North Side Civic
Committee.”” Whyte concluded that no one who reads of the activities of
this group can help but conclude that Zorbaugh neglected to see some of
the most significant features of life in the area. This statement had a
profound effect on the field of sociology and has led to the recognition that
even distressed neighborhoods can have an effective social organization of
their own.

In 1940, the City of Chicago approved plans to demolish an area
between Chicago Avenue and Oak Street, from Larrabee to Townsend, and
replace the homes there with low-rise public housing. Only Saint Philip
Benizi Church was to be spared. The initial plan was received with some
enthusiasm by residents of the area.” Only a small section of the
community was to be raised, and jobs and new housing would be created
for local residents. Due to Father Giambastiani’s efforts, the new housing
development would even be named for an Italian, Mother Frances Cabrini,
the Italian-born nun who became America’s first saint of the Catholic
Church. In addition, many of the families who would eventually move into
the public housing units would be Italian.

Fred A. Romano, chairman of the Civic Improvement Subcommittee
expressed some hesitation at a North Side Civic Committee meeting on
17 June 1940.® Romano reported that the committee, made up of three
hundred resident property owners, was working to improve existing
housing in the district and that they would enthusiastically support any
project that would provide for the welfare of neighborhood residents.
However, the proposed public housing was planned without their input in
spite of their having submitted detailed recommendations for the modifica-
tion of the project to better serve the needs of the local community.
Romano concluded that they would oppose any project that would destroy
their social life, scatter their people, and drive them out into worse living
quarters than they were already occupying. In spite of the protests of local
citizens, the City of Chicago went ahead with its plans and the first
residents moved into the low-rise Cabrini homes in 1943.

In the early 1950s, the Chicago Housing Authority decided to
expand public housing in Little Sicily.* The construction was to be in two
phases. Phase one, the Cabrini Extension, completed in 1955, consisted of
fifteen seven, ten, and nineteen story buildings. Phase two, the William
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Green Homes (named for the president of the American Federation of
Labor), completed in 1962, added an additional eight buildings to the
housing complex now known as Cabrini-Green. The people of Little Sicily
felt deceived. Much had been done to rehabilitate the area. Doctor
Lendino, as spokesman for the Near North Civic Committee, stated that
seventy-five percent of the residents of the community were home owners
who had done much to improve their property.® Although well intended,
the new public housing complex permanently altered the character of the
neighborhood. It not only destroyed much of Little Sicily, but also allowed
large numbers of African Americans to move into the newly opened
Cabrini-Green housing complex. Although the community had been
integrated for many years, blacks did not become the predominant group
until the opening of the high-rise public housing units.

African Americans had been living in the area as early as 1890 when
a black doctor and his family moved into the 800 block of North Franklin
Street. Just like the Sicilians, African Americans were drawn to the area by
the promise of employment. Additional Blacks came to the Near North
Side during the first term of Mayor William Hale Thompson (1915-1919) to
work in the coal yards on nearby Goose Island and to serve as janitors and
servants in the mansions of Chicago’s Gold Coast. In addition, labor
recruiters were sent to Louisville, Kentucky to find black laborers to work at
a copper factory at 1600 West North Avenue during World War 1. Blacks
generally had good relations with the residents of Little Sicily. The Chicago
Commission on race relations reported that during the 1919 race riots,
conditions in Little Sicily were not serious and that immediately after the
disturbance, the Blacks and Italians were again on good terms and that
friendly relations generally existed between the Sicilians and their black
neighbors.*

The destruction of Little Sicily has been viewed as no less than a
betrayal of the Sicilian community under the guise of progress.* Some
believe that the area’s reputation for lawlessness led to the demise of the
community. As Doctor Lendino stated to federal housing officials:“We did
have a reputation for crime and delinquency and at one time had the name
of Little Hell, but our north side civic committee has been cleaning things
up. We now have seven Boy Scout Troops.”* The development of Cabrini-
Green, the construction of the Chicago expressway system, and the building
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of the Chicago campus of the University of Illinois has led many to conclude
that it is doubtful that any Chicago ethnic group, other than African
Americans, was damaged as greatly by government policies as was the
Italian American.® As a result of the dispersion of the Sicilian and Italian
populations, there has never been an Italian-American candidate for mayor
of Chicago or any other major city office.

Little Sicily does not exist today. Most of the members of the
original Sicilian community moved away when the neighborhood was
demolished between 1941 and 1962 during the successive stages of the
construction of the Cabrini-Green housing complex. In 1965, Saint Philip
Benizi was consolidated with Saint Joseph Parish at 1108 North Orleans
and the church was razed.” During its first fifty years, over 35,000 people
were baptized at Saint Philip Benizi Church.®® Another 6,273 couples were
married and 10,854 funerals were performed. Father Giambastiani
continued to work among the Black and Latino families, who moved into
the Cabrini-Green complex after the demise of Little Sicily. Upon his
retirement in 1961, he moved to the Servite Priory in Hillside, Illinois where
he remained until his death in 1975 at age 89.* Although Little Sicily and
Saint Philip Benizi Church are gone, their memory is kept alive by a yearly
event. The Feast of Maria Santissima Lauretana is still held every year in the
Chicago suburb of Berwyn. Former residents, their children, and those who
are just curious attend. During the one-hundredth anniversary celebration
in 2000, the crowd was stirred when a bust of Father Giambastiani appeared
to have a tear running out of its left eye.* Even in death, Father
Gaimbastiani appeared to be saddened by the loss of Little Sicily.

Although, intended to improve the area, the development that
replaced Little Sicily came to symbolize all that has gone wrong with public
housing. The “hot-house” atmosphere of social problems concentrated in
high-rise buildings led to an epidemic of gangs, drugs, and violence. The
name Cabrini-Green has become synonymous with crime and violence, an
example of misguided public policy. The Chicago Housing Authority began
to demolish the Cabrini-Green homes in 1995. They are being replaced by
luxury town-homes and condominiums. The only building left from the Little
Sicily era is Saint Philip Benizi School, which can still be seen at 515 West Oak
Street. It is now the Chicago Fellowship of Hope Christian Ministry. Few
people have any idea about the history of the area and that the study of
sociology was forever changed by the people who once lived there.
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