


























The History of ltalians
in Oswego, Part Il:

Origins of ltalian —
American Criminality from
New Orleans through
Prohibition

Luciano J. lorizzo

In 1970, many law-enforcement officials expressed surprise when
Hugh Mulligan was charged with being the key figure in organized
crime’s successful attempt to corrupt New York City policemen by
getting valuable information from them and influencing decisions on
personnel assignments, reassignments, and the like. Mulligan had
long been thought to be an important, freelance bookmaker. It was
not until 1968, however, that wiretap information furnished the
first clues to his larger role in organized crime. When Mulligan was
finally indicted in 1970, a spokesman for the Manhattan district
attorney’s office was asked to explain how such an important figure
could have concealed his crucial activities so well. The official
responded: ‘“We never really heard about him before two years ago.
When we went after organized crime, we only went after Italians.’"
The following day the New York Times reported that the U.S. Senate
Committee on Organized Crime made a special point to describe
organized crime as having no racial or ethnic exclusivity.

Dr. lorizzo, vice president of the Oswego County Historical Society, is a member of the history
faculty of the State University College at Oswego.












to violent crimes, Ross added ominously: “‘It is obvious that if our
legal system is called upon to cope with a great volume of such crime
for a long time, it will slough off certain Anglo-Saxon features and
adopt the methods which along avail in Italy, namely, state police,
registry system, ‘special surveillance,” and ‘admonition.’ >’

The three occurrences singled out above served to implant the
concept of Italian criminality in the minds of Americans throughout
the nation. Oswego was no exception. Italian immigrants had settled
there in the 1870’s and 1880’s and by 1915 their numbers totaled a
high water mark of over 1200 in a city of 23,000.2 The local
newspapers gave more than ample coverage to the incidents mentioned
above and generally revealed the image projected by Ross which
portrayed the newcomers from Italy in an unfavorable, if not
dangerous, light. Though there was one article which debated the
existence of the Mafia, most news items on the New Orleans tragedy
cast the Italians in a negative mold. One front page story with a
New Orleans dateline, entitled ‘“Down with the Dagos’’, reported that
“‘the police last night searched the residence of one of the men arrested
for the murder of Chief Hennessy and found a detailed plan to
assassinate all city or state officers who acted counter to the wishes of
the Mafia.’’'3 Commenting that the recall of the Italian minister
was not justified over the lynching of the New Orleans Italians, the
Oswego Daily Palladium expressed editorially the hope that the
strained relations between the two countries might be amicably
settled. However, a short unsigned note on the same page conveyed a
different attitude: ‘‘If Italy persists in making trouble perhaps it
would be well to turn loose upon her that ‘committee’ [lynch mob] of
New Orleans ‘business men.” **'4

The murder of the Denver priest also made page one stories in
which the assailant was described variously as a Sicilian shoemaker,
an anarchist crank, and an Italian anarchist. In some other murder
reports the attackers were alleged to have been anarchist members of
the black hand. s

One of the first stories relating the Petrosino shooting was head-
lined: ‘‘Black Handers the Assassins.’”” Oswegonians were told that
the Black Hand had its handquarters in Sicily with main branches
in New York, Chicago, Denver, and New Orleans and that they could
expect wholesale arrests of these criminals in the near future. The
article went on to say that the New York City Police believed the
Petrosino slaying proved ‘‘absolutely . . . [the] so-called Black Hand
in every section of the country are directed from a central body in
Palermo and that most of the tribute exacted here goes to the
Sicilians bandits who have plied their trade there for centuries.’’!6
An editorial in the Oswego Daily Palladium, March 15, 1909,
captioned ¢‘Killed by Black Hand,’’ estimated that in New York City
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Once when I was being introduced to a small group, one of them
said to the others, “‘I don’t know him, but I certainly do remember
his grandfather. When the old Doctor was 94 he went out and mowed
his entire lawn while the rest of the village died at the very thought.”’

In 1896 a tall dignified doctor in frock coat and winged collar
spoke as president to the Oswego County Medical Society. Inciden-
tally, he was my grandfather and I am able to quote him directly.
““In the practice of medicine during the past fifty years’’ he said, ‘‘we
have observed especially that there are no two diseases precisely
alike, and no medicine that will always have the same effect—and
that medicine, although not an exact science, is advancing with
wonderful strides tending to make it less guesswork than formerly.”
I have been reminded that he also used to say, ‘If I ever found a
patient with a sickness which I couldn’t cure, I’d prescribe something
to throw him into fits—because I’m death on fits.”’

The progress of medicine in the nineteenth century may best be
shown by measuring the gap between the physician of 1800, who did
not even have a stethoscope to aid in his diagnosis, and his counter-
part in 1900 who used the X-ray to reveal the inside of the body.

This is roughly the span of years covered by Tobias J. Green, M.D.,
who, as a country doctor, practiced medicine for more than seventy
years. ‘‘Grandpa Doc’’ as I always called him was a descendent of
John Greene, surgeon, who was associated with Roger Williams in
his settlement of Rhode Island. He was born in Hoosick, New York,
in 1818, but his parents moved to the area around Syracuse. ‘I first
voted for Martin Van Buren when he was elected in 1836°°, he said
with a wink to that reporter in 1908, for on the date mentioned
the Doctor was only 18. *‘But,”’ he continued, ‘‘he was defeated in
1840 when I failed to vote.”’

Much of the story of his later years is outlined in the day books
and records which he kept with names, notes and comments providing
occasional details on his family and on his times. His earliest books
have been lost but we do have his records, apparently complete,
from 1848 through 1918.

The first item is for February 10, 1848, for ‘‘James Nash, to
venisection per self, 75°.>’ Venisection, or bleeding, was common in
those days not for testing or examination but as a treatment in itself.

A month later, March 13, 1848, the statement is for ‘‘Joel P.
Hayes, to sarsparilla per Emily, $1.00 and medicine, 4 shillings.”’
Emily a Parish, New York, girl was eighteen at that time. Sixteen years
later she married Dr. Green. By that time the battles of the Civil War
were over, but then began a battle of wits. Theirs was a life of
‘‘one-up-manship’’ and it was touch and go as to who could outwit
the other. Emily took care of the religious life of the household and
tried valiently to get her husband to be more active in the many
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in the eye. After a while they retired to a respectful distance, sitting
on their haunches as if holding a council of war. During this time
Stevens struck a fire, reloaded his gun, and went forth, dragging the
dead wolf by the heels to his fortress by the fire. It seemed as if the
fury of the wolves was ungovernable: they came very near, growling
and snapping their teeth in the greatest anger. He cast burning brands
among the wolves until finally they disappeared. After he added more
fuel to the fire, got up a bright light, and began to feel somewhat
secure. His next business was to secure the skin of his fallen foe for
which he would receive a forty dollar bounty. By this time it had
become quite dark, so he gathered a quantity of fuel and stood all
night, not daring to refresh himself with sleep. Toward morning he
was relieved from his anxiety by the retreat of the wolves who
disturbed him no more.

Packing up his wolfskin, Stevens proceeded homeward. The sun
rose to meridian, and still he traveled on. Night came and seemingly
he was no nearer home than when he started. Weary with his day’s
journey, he again kindled a fire, laid himself down to rest and slept
soundly till morning. At early dawn he again set forth in quest of
home. About ten o’clock in the morning, to his indescribable
surprise and joy, Stevens discovered the British flag flying from the
fort at Oswego.

The officers of the garrison, to whom he related his adventure,
treated him with great kindness. He spent the remainder of the day,
and next morning set out for home. The day following being the fifth
from his departure, he safely returned to the bosom of his family,
who had become somewhat alarmed for his safety.

Many more interesting experiences of the Stevens family are
recorded in the family papers for those who may be interested.
Stevens died in 1813 and is buried near the blockhouse site. Mrs.
Stevens lived on for several more years and the love shared by her
children for her is most heartwarming.

The Fort Brewerton area grew slowly until the completion of the
excavation of the canal in the river and from that time on growth
became very rapid. Two hotels, at different times, were built on the
site of the Stevens blockhouse, the latter being destroyed by fire in
1971.

The fort at Brewerton has stood unnoticed for many years and
now that it is included in the National Register of Historic Places it is
the hope of the Fort Brewerton Historical Society to reconstruct a
replica of the blockhouse where this family lived so many years ago.
The Society is fortunate to have received as gifts many objects
which had belonged to the Stevens family. In June of 1974 the
Historical Society became the owner of the land where the original
blockhouse stood. It is the plan to have a replica of the blockhouse
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and of the Union League of the Huguenot Society and of the Riding
and Republican Clubs, all of New York City where he also
maintained a winter home. He was an enthusiastic yachtsman and a
member of the yacht clubs of both Oswego and New York City. It is
reported that he owned two magnificant yachts, Ruth and Catherine C.
Swits was also involved with humane associations locally, as was his
wife.

In 1873 Swits was married to Miss Apama I. Tucker, daughter of
Churchill and Sarah (Morse) Tucker, of Fulton. It was a Wednesday,
May 7, 1873, and many local people remember the bride as being an
extremely beautiful redhead. From this marriage six children were
born, four sons and two daughters: Harry Lewis, Leon, Swits
Churchill, R1chard Reginald, Ruth and Marie.

Mr. Condé was Oswego’s most extensive manufacturer and largest
employer. His life after 1867 was spent in developing his immense
knit goods manufactory. The mills were located at the east end of
the Utica Street bridge and were propelled by water and steam power,
heated by steam and lighted by electricity and equipped with all the
best modern machmery and the latest appliances known to the
business. Mr. Condé himself invented more than forty separate
appliances of practical utility from 1878 to roughly 1894. ‘‘No one
manufacturer can excel this record as an inventive genius in this age
of invention and development. Since 1874 the business transacted
increased upwards of $1,500,000 per annum. These famous mills
were one of the largest, best equipped, most extensive, and most
important enterprises in its special line in the world. No other
establishment had aided the city (Oswego) more in the channel of
prosperity.’’2

Mr. Condé was president and treasurer of the Swits Conde Com-
pany which was formed by a combination of the Standard Yarn
Company and the former Swits Conde Company; he was president
and chief owner of Swits Condé Wool Company, incorporated
1900-01. He also founded and was president of the Mohawk River
Manufacturing Company.

Mr. Condé possessed rare business ability and was held in the
highest esteem by those he employed and by the citizens of Oswego.
From an article of the Rochester Post Express, November 27, 1897:
““It is said of Mr. Condé that it was his aim to please his patrons and
furnish them with the best goods that could be manufactured. Mr.
Conde is not only classed among the great manufacturers of this
country, but is a gentle man highly respected, who has a reputation
for liberality, reliability, and general excellent business meth-
ods.. .8

Mr. Condé was known as a home man, an affectionate husband
and father and a good and generous citizen in every way. He was also
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baffled medical skill and the little sufferer passed away last
evening. The time for the funeral has not yet been appointed,
owing to the absence of Rev, H.H. Stebbins, D.D., from the city,
whose presence the parents desire as the officiating clergyman.

The Oswego Daily Times-Express of Tuesday Evening, March 23,
1886, carried the further news about the services—that they would be
conducted privately.

Then, another tragedy befell the family with the death of one of
Swits’ grandchildren. The Oswego Daily Palladium, Wednesday
Evening, September 22, 1897, carried this note:

Died
Condé—at Oswego, New York, Wednesday, September 22,
1897, infant daughter of Swits Churchill and Laura R. Condé.
Funeral private.”

Then, less than two years later, even the happy event of Swits’
daughter, Marie’s wedding on May 17, 1898, to L. Harding Rogers,
Jr. was to be struck with tragedy. Marie Conde Rogers died on May
6, 1899, after giving birth to twin daughters, Laura and Marie C.
on April 30, 1899. A few months later the twin Laura also died. The
Oswego Daily Palladium of Monday Evening, September 5, 1899,
carried the following:

Obituary

Laura Rogers
Laura Rogers, the infant daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Lebbens
Harding Rogers, died at the home of her grandfather, Mr. Swits
Condg, in W. Fifth Street yesterday morning. Mrs. Rogers died
May 6th last, one week after giving birth to twin daughters. The
other child is quite ill and may not survive. Since their mother’s
death the babies have been at Mr. Conde’s home. Mr. Rogers has
been in the White Mountains, but is on his way home. The
funeral services were held at the residence of Swits Condé at
eleven o’clock Wednesday forenoon.8

Also in September of 1899 the following article ran in the
Palladium Times showing that at age 55, Swits was still very active in
business: “Mr. Condé’s New Mill. A.H. Smith will start the work very
soon. The People’s Electric Power Lot has been practically secured.
A new five-story building to be added to the present mill—a
business that has grown rapidly.’’® The mill was to be of slow burning
construction, with walls and floors of solid plank 5 inches thick. The
addition will be 40 by 120 feet and 5 stories high. Present plant was
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which included the house and part of the estate. The deeds show that
Joseph Bondy and William Rubin of Syracuse purchased on February
13, 1912 lots 19 and 20 of Block 8 which was the southwest corner
of this block. The stabie property of 65 West Fourth Street was also
sold.

The probate records of the estate of Apama Condé include a list
of bills paid by the executors. They indicate on June 17, 1912, the
executors paid for ads for an auction sale. On July 1, $25.00 was
paid to William Durie, auctioneer. Many people have told me of an
-auction sale held at the home. Thomas Tesoriero of W. Fifth Street
now owns a bedroom set from the Conde home. Evidently the
purchaser of the house also sold other things such as windows and
doors and other useable items before the house was razed. Mrs.
Constance Gagas now lives in a home on the corner of W. Fifth
and Seneca on the site of ‘“Mon Repos’’ and has told me that the
ground there is full of stone and brick which makes gardening very
difficult. .

A fireplace from the Conde home is now located in the office of
Dr. Donald Homik, D.D.S., at 148 West Fifth Street. It has an
intricately carved front of dark wood with a clock in the center.
When facing the fireplace to the left side of the clock the carving
depicts an owl sitting in a tree with stars and a moon in the sky. On
the right panel a rising or setting sun is depicted. A carved motto
across the top says ‘‘let no harm befall hearth and hall’”’. An
elaborate brass molding and fireplace bottom indicates that this
indeed was a focal point in ‘““Mon Repos’’.

A private sale of clothing, furs, and jewelry and books was held in
Syracuse and New York City. A partial listing of jewelry which was
kept in a safety deposit box at City Savings Bank in Oswego lists,
among other things, a 41 stone diamond necklace valued at
$4,500.00 and a 5 carat single stone diamond ring valued at $550.00

Thus, ‘“Mon Repos’’, its contents and the family members, who
resided there in splendor and luxury (for I was told Mrs. Condé had
her own laundress for her lingerie and clothing) have faded into the
past. It is ironic that the home of Henry and Dorcas, Swits mother
and father, has been purchased and restored by Mr. and Mrs. John
Sincavage at 49 West Fifth Street while the elaborate home of Swits
and Apama did not survive the first part of the century.
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Oswego as a gift from Lieutenent John Porter Hatch, a chair, known
locally as ‘‘The Chair of Montezumas’’. John Porter Hatch, a native
of Oswego, was a Lieutenent in the Mexican War, recently graduated
from West Point. With the chair came a note telling the history of it.
It was presented to the city as the chair to be occupied by the first
mayor of Oswego and his successors while presiding at sessions of
the Common Council. The chair, now in use for over 125 years, and
in a good siate of preservation, first graced the Council Chamber in
the Old City Hall which was still in use when Oswego became a city.
Twenty-four years later, it was moved to the new City Hall, where it
occupies a prominent position in the Council Chamber. The
inscription which appears upon an engraved silver plate, attached to
the back on the chair, facing forward, reads:

From the National Palace
in the City of Mexico
Presented by Lieut. John Porter Hatch
U.S.A., of the City of
Oswego, to the Common Council
as a seat for the Mayor.
October 20, 1848

The chair, once upholstered in red plush, is now reupholstered in
black leather. Its woodwork is of dark mahogany. The chair is still in
good condition.

The Supreme Court room had a variety of uses. The Universalist
Society was given permission to use it on alternate Sundays. The next
year the city leased it to the county for the County Court use. In
1852, the Reverend J.S. Davenport used it for his court lectures. The
Board of Supervisors were offered the room for their sessions in
1853. In 1854, The Oswego Tract Society was occupying it every
Thursday evening. After 1860, the Seamen’s Temperance Society
held its meetings there.

In 1852, gas fitting for lighting was installed in City Hall. In 1855,
lightning rods were attached to the building,.

On May 19, 1857, a City Hall committee purchased a new clock
from Wendell & Brother’s Jewelers, for City Hall. On June 23, of
that same year, the old town clock was given to St. Mary’s Church.
When the new City Hall was built, another clock was purchased.
According to old photographs of 1880, the second clock was still in
place, but, what became of it is unknown. It is possible that when the
cupola collapsed, the clock went with it.
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During the early 1900’s, the building had acquired a number of
occupants. It was no longer used for railroad purposes except as to
the right of way along the location of the old dock.

John S. Parsons had a ship chandlery on the first floor, south of
the main Water Street entrance for about thirty-six years. The
lettering above his shop may be found today on the riverside of the
building. Mr. Parsons had a portion of the South circular stairway
in the Water Street entrance removed so that a freight elevator could
be installed. The North end of the first floor was occupied by the
Oswego Door, Sash, and Glass Company under the ownership of
Charles J. Wiley for a long period of time. The Company later
passed into the hands of Peter Raby, Jr. The original lettering can be
found to the right of the ship chandlery lettering. John T. Donovan,
who was a clerk for the Parson business, later took the business over
under the name of the Oswego Marine Supply.

The Ontario Telephone Company had an office on the second
floor. This can still be located today by the lettering on the door.
The Oswego Board of Trade had its office and meeting place on this
floor for more than half a century.

The Chaffee Business College was located on the third floor.
Shorthand symbols taught in the school were left on a blackboard
on the third floor for quite a while, but are no longer there.

The Market House, now used primarily for warehouse purposes
and pigeon living quarters, can not be seen easily as the beautiful
building that it once was. It stands today crowded by surrounding
buildings, altered in some detail, evidencing years of neglect.
Portions covered with peeling paint make it difficult to appreciate
the whole form. Also, random modifications of windows and doors
disrupt the unity of their original design. Actually though, the
Market House has been altered very little. The only changes made
have been touching up the color and detail. The Market House which
stands today is much as it was 140 years ago. The destruction of the
building would be a disastrous error from the aspect of architectural
history.

The Urban Renewal Program encourages selective preservation
of valuable buildings but will not provide funds for restoration of
them. The present uselessness of the building is not because the
building itself is useless, but because the neighborhood that it is
located in has become functionally obsolete. There is little through
traffic by vehicles and pedestrians on Water Street and the
narrowness of the street discourages the little bit that does take place.
Ironically, though, this might have helped isolate the building from
the mutilations of progress. The building is almost hidden by the
surrounding buildings. They are too close together and two large
building blocks across the narrow street detract from the original
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