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Q:

..

.

did I pronounce your last name right?

A:

Yes you did.

Q:

Good, wonderthi, okay. Let’s start out by where were you born?

A:

Well, in a hospital but I mean, I actually lived my whole life.., no seriously, there was
no hospital in Cheshire and I was born in Meriden Hospital in Meriden, Connecticut.
My home was in Cheshire my whole life.

Q:

Was it on this property?

A:

No, it was not. It was on Route 10, the major highway going through the center of
Cheshire north... south to north and was at that time, it was completely an agricultural
area in the north end of town.

Q:

So was itafarm?

A:

Yes it was. Yes. It was a vegetable farm.

Q:

And how many acres at that?

A:

Sixty-six and a half

Q:

Had your father and mother farmed this or had.. .was it your...?

A:

No. No. It was purchased as a partnership with my father and his brother. My father
was married at the time and had purchased it to be vegetable farmers. They gained
their experience from another vegetable farmer where they were more or less like
supervisors. Supervisory workers on a vegetable farm that farmed basically outside
plus vegetables under glass which is hard to believe in those days. Those.. .those years
were 1914 to 1921/22.

Q:

So they.. .where they were working, they had...

A:

They had vegetables under glass. Or under the hot bed sash, the hot bed sash were
elevated and there was a little bit of heat in there. However they did that, I don’t
know. This was before I was born.

Q:

Did your.. .your Dad talk about this?

A:

Oh yes. They were life-long friends with the owner of that operation even after they
bought their own farm.

Q:

How had this particular farm started doing that? I mean, where did they get the idea
from?

A:

Well, that I don’t know. I mean, it’s just one of the things that he did. His name was
Percy Sloper and he lived on Peck Lane, the corner of Peck Lane and Jarvis Street
which is just below our Connecticut Correction Institute here in Cheshire. I had no
idea of any others who were doing it or not but I know he did do it.

Q:

Where had.. .had your family come to Connecticut or had.. earlier? Where did they
originally come from?

A:

Well, it was...it was kind of an immigration thing. My uncle came in 1914 and worked
there. My father came in 1919, got married in 1926.

Q:

And where did they emigrate from?

A:

Well.. .my father?

Q:

Yeah.

A:

Italy. Southern Italy. In very. ..the poorest section of Italy. Okay? A very poor town
halfway up the mountainside. My uncle had come here before when he was fourteen.
My grandfather was a typical Italian of those days coming from that part of Italy,
where he traveled back and forth. Okay? Every four years he would go back home.

Q:

Oh, oh, I see. Mi right.

A:

We always laugh because he got... four times he traveled back, he had four sons. So
we’re...the family.

Q:

MI right, yeah.

A:

Right. And you know, they saved their money and they brought it back to their wives
and there was a lot of that at that time. They came to America to you know, to make
their fortune and be able to live because it was so poor there. Then they would go
back and the wives would just wait for them and you know, raise the... raise the
family.

Q:

And.. .and so when he came over, he worked.. .he was in New York and he came to
Connecticut.. .your father?

A:

My grandfather?

Q:

Yeah.

A:

Oh, my grandfather did various types of work. I mean, he did end up here in Cheshire
okay, for a period of time. In fact, he was part of the crew that dug the trench for
this.. .that dug the trench for this tower. But my father came over and went directly to
a farm on Peck Lane in Cheshire.

Q:

Ml right.

A:

Well, because my uncle was there. My uncle, his older brother was there and there
was.. .there was an opportunity to.. .there was an opening for a laborer so my father
came over and took that. The two brothers worked for this gentlemen, Percy Sloper.
Their intent.., and Mr. Sloper knew that when they made enough money, they’d you
know, they’d look for an opportunity. It just so happened this piece of property on
Route 10 opened up and they bought it. Okay? From the previous owner who 1.1
don’t know what his name was. And they started a vegetable farm. My father was
married, my uncle was not.

Q:

Where was your mother from?

A:

My mother was born in the United States, she was an American Citizen. She was
from Greenfield, Mass., at the time. And I’m an only child.
(Tape interruption.)
So how did your father and mother meet?

Q:
A:

My father got friendly with her brother. Her brother was a Meriden resident and my
father I think, was twenty-three.. twenty-three.. twenty-one or twenty-three. And you
know, typical in that age bracket. Well, he just felt... I guess he felt it was time for him
to marry and there were always one of those.. .1 forgot what you.. well, it’s like a

match. My uncle said to my father, “Well, I have a nice sister (in-law?) up in
Greenfield, Mass.,” he said, “we can go up and visit the family. Come with me and
you can meet her.” And he did and my mother always said that. I’m going to surprise
you (to the interviewer) ---said. ‘Cause I asked her. She was only fourteen and a half
when she got married. I said to my mother, I said, “You know, as to what we go
through today or what we think about in getting together and thinking about marriage,
that’s a little bit different than.. .you know,” I said, “you’re sitting behind the stove and
you set your feet behind the stove and you saw this man and you instantly liked him.”
And she said, “Yeah.” She said, “I was just lucky,” she said, “I did.” She said, “Yes
Frank, honestly,” she said. “I knew.
She said, “I just sensed right away you know,
that was.. .that was the person.” And so it didn’t take long.
.

.
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Q:

Interesting

A:

Yeah.

Q:

Very interesting.

A:

Fourteen and a half years old, she came to Cheshire. Right, she was only fourteen and
a half. She was only sixteen and a half years older than I am. They always took us for
brother and sister. Even when I graduated from College and she used to come up to
our Fraternity House and all the kids used to.. all my fraternity brothers, “That’s not
your mother. Oh, you know, we’re just going to call her sis.” So...

Q:

So then they.. .they formed the vegetable farm. What kind of vegetables did they
have?

A:

Oh, all various vegetables. I can remember that. Yeah, a variety. Okay, everything
that you could possibly grow at the time. There was no.. .there was no specialty at the
time. Whatever they could grow, whenever it would grow okay. They went to the
public market.

Q:

They went to this market in...?

A:

At that time there was a public market in Waterbury. My father used to go to
Waterbury, New Haven and Hartford depending on what part of the season he was in.
During the early part of the season... the way things were sold in and distributed in
those days and if you had
the way it was distributed except for a few chain stores.
And we didn’t have that many chain stores in those days. Oh, it was you just went to
the market and you sat on the tailboard of your truck and you built up a clientele of
small storeowners. I mean, that’s what they were. And Hartford. ..and you got to
know which markets were good for whatever crop was in. Like Hartford was great
for lettuce. I remember I used to ride with my father. My father would take me to the
market and you know, the truck would carry a hundred, hundred and fifty fiat boxes of
lettuce. When he got up he had to get to Hartford at one o’clock in the morning.
---

Q:

So you started picking how many days ahead?

A:

Oh, it was one day.

Q:

One day.

A:

He had a crew and it was all hand labor and stuff. But I remember it was sixteen
heads to a box, if I remember correctly, yeah. It’s.. .yeah. No, twenty-four. It was a
four, four and four. That’s the way the boxes were packed.. .packed them in an orange
box, second hand orange boxes because there were boxes that were split, with four,
four and four. So there was twenty-four. Boxes of twenty-fours. And when you got
out there and the market was hot, all these customers that you built up were waiting
there you know. And I remember them scrambling you know. And my father one
day.. .this was.. .it was kind of exciting in a way. One day my father said and I was only
a little kid. He said, “Here hold this hammer.” I said, “Why?” He said, “No, just hold
the hammer and keep these guys under control.” He said, “I can’t get the stuff off the
truck fast enough.” And these guys would actually grab and run if they could you
know. So.. .but I didn’t hit anybody. Don’t get the wrong idea. You know, my father
said, “You just want to be able to grab it fast in case somebody starts taking off.” And
it was crazy. My God. But this was you know, was a lot of fun. ..it was a great life in
a way. I remember that when I was young. Before I.. .before I was born my father had
a dog. He actually had a dog that used to ride with him up to the market and used to
sit on the tailboard of the truck and my father’d tell the dog, “Sit.” The dog would sit
and he said, “Just watch. Don’t let anybody take anything off this truck unless I say
so.” My father always remembers that dog.

Q:

That’s...and the people were from...from restaurants or just shopping...stores?

A:

Oh, they were from all over. God, they were from stores all around.

Q:

Neighborhood stores.

A:

Neighborhood stores. That was the way food was distributed. And in the Hartford
market, they came from all over. That was the central point. You know, they came
from New London. They came from you know, Manchester. It was completely
different. Then as the season went on, okay, there was two markets okay? When you
had an overflow, New Haven had two markets. One in the morning for local and one
in the afternoon for distribution to the south. Okay? Which meant you went right
down the gold coast and some of the guys bought and sold in New York City. So
what you did was, if you had an overflow was you would go to Hartford. Take your
overflow, add to the load, go to New Haven and sell there in the afternoon. And then
if you wanted to go local, then you went back to Waterbury because that was strictly a
local market and you got there at four o’clock in the morning. And you know,
that.. that market there was all families. You know, they bought two bushels of this, a

bushel of that. Take the New Haven market. It was famous for string beans and
peppers and tomatoes, high quality tomatoes. You sent to New Haven because those
truckers all took them to the city, New York City. It’s the way it was distributed.

Q:

Very interesting. Now when did you go to come to this farm, then? Your Dad came
to this farm?

A:

Oh, this.. this.. .no. No, I bought this. Yeah.

Q:

What happened to the other farm?

A:

My father.. .the house that we lived in, okay, was a big historical house in Cheshire. In
fact, well, the person who really lived in there was called., wasn’t it called the
Olmstead House, Norma? (To his wife) Olmstead.

B:

It was the birthplace of Frederick Law Olmstead who was the landscape architect who
owned.. Central Park and the Washington Mall.

A:

Central Park in New York and the Washington Mall. We lived in that house.

B:

So that was...and they called it the Farmers Home but it was his home originally.

A:

Yeah, it was an inn at one time too. Stagecoach Inn? Way back if I remember?

B:

I don’t remember anybody saying anything like that. That was Stapleton’s wasn’t it?

A:

No, they had the inn but I mean our house too. The house...

B:

Oh, oh. It could have been...

A:

They had.. .they had White Tower.. .they had White Tower Inn.

B:

Yeah.

A:

But that house burned down when I was three years old. And I wasn’t a very... I
wasn’t a very healthy baby. My mother was too young. I was premature which was
rare in those days. It was rare that I survived. And then 1 got whooping cough. The
house burned down and that’s when my father and my uncle got a little brotherly
tangle and they split. My father moved next door and my uncle ended up with the
farm, my father moved next door. You know, to satisfy. But my father.. .my father
needed a home. My uncle Pat, being an older Italian, he wasn’t as Americanized as
my father. He wasn’t going to borrow any money you know. And because they had
lost money in a Cheshire bank when it folded during the Depression. And my father
said, “No way.” He said, “Frankie is not a well kind of a baby.” He said, “I need a
home.” He said, “I need a home where I can get heat and everything.” So my uncle
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said, “We will live in the barn while we make the money to build a house.” He said,
“Borrow the money.” That got them into a tangle. My father leased twenty acres
next door and he used the land on the other side from Mr. Stapleton.. .of the sa. .of the
same farm. In other words, here’s my uncle’s farm. We moved to the north this way.
There’s a twenty acre strip here my father leased from the owner of that land and we
also rented this land. So by the time we ended up, we had about a forty or fifty acre
vegetable farm.
.

Q:

With your uncle in the middle?

A:

My uncle was in the middle. He had sixty-six and a half acres but only forty of it or
less was usable. The rest was all woods. Yeah, so they.. .they’re about equal again
you know. But now they’re on their own and the relationship was pretty tough for
twenty-seven years. No, it really was. Oh yeah. My aunt.. .my uncle went to Italy to
be married because he was very.. .very shy. Not like my father at all. The two brothers
were different but when she came to the United States, she couldn’t speak English or
anything so it was her job to take care of the house and cook and take care of me. She
was my godmother. But my mother was young, energetic and very strong. And she
was then... she... she didn’t mind that. She went out in the fields with the men, yeah.
‘Til the brothers broke up, you know. I’ll always remember my mother being right
side-by-ide with my father. No problems. They.. .they argued a lot because of their
personalities but when they were very old, I always remember my father coming up to
me and saying that, ‘cause I remembered that, you know, that they could get into
some tussles. They never broke up, they never left each other; they always pulled
together. And he said to me, he said, “You know, you’re my only son.” He said, “I
want you to know, when I pass away and I don’t think I have long to live.” He said,
“I want you to know now everything’s going to your mother. She’s the one who’s
side-by-side with me.” “Besides that,” he said, “You go to work.” He said, “Your a
man you go out and work. I’m leaving everything to your mother ‘cause she helped
me make it. Helped me out when we started.” And that’s what he did.

Q:

So then how.. .you helped with chores and so on at the farm when you had the farm,
the leased part, as you grew up. You worked on the farm?

A:

Well no, not really. I mean, well this is interesting the way people lived in those days.
I had my duties. That’s all there was to it. This is what you do first, then you can go
and play. And my job until I was fourteen year old was take care of the house. I
take care of the house. So when they moved there, it was my job to clean the house,
do the dishes, run the vacuum cleaner. I didn’t cook. My mother cooked but I did all
the dishes and stuff like that.

Q:

Now, were you...

A:

When I was fourteen, when I was fourteen...
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Q:

Did you.. .you had no brothers and sisters after that?

A:

No, no brothers. When I was fourteen right, then came the big switch. My father
said, “You’re fourteen years old, you’re outside.”

Q:

Now you’re a man.

A:

That’s right. I’m serious. Now you’re outside and your mother has time inside and
we switched. My mother was still outside but not as.. .not, you know, those jobs that I
took over. You know, kind of made it a little bit lighter for her and then she took over
as much.. When I was.. during that time when I was growing up taking care of the
house, my mother used to come in and inspect. Oh, I know, she’d inspect and if I
passed inspection, the rest of the day I had to.. .to---. You know, and I had kids that I
played with. Not many. It was too sparsely...

Q:

Well, that’s one of the questions I was going to ask you was about your neighbors..

A:

What, neighbors?

Q:

Yeah.

A:

Well, there.. .they were all farms but some of them were.. .they were smaller than my
father’s in a way and my uncle’s. There was a boy that I grew up with whose father
had a small farm but he did odd jobs besides. That was Harold Lane. There was next
to him was a girl, Winifred Thompson who I still see. She’s Zoning Enforcement
Officer or... or.. .Head of Planning and Zoning in Deep River. Still see her. And there
was Bobby Goldberg whose father had a junkyard. He and I were close. We were the
ci.. .the two of us were the closest in the group. But that was the little group that we
had you know; plus our friends who would come to the farm to see us, and our
relatives. That was about it. Quiet, very quiet.

Q:

Where did you go to school?

A:

Hummiston School in Cheshire for grammar school. Crosby High School in
Waterbury and the University of Connecticut.

Q:

Were there.. .were there buses?

A:

Yes. All bus transportation.

Q:

That’s what they had?

A:

Yep, used to get out and get a bus to high school. Well, grammar school. Grammar
school wasn’t so bad but high school, you’d have to get out there.. .1 remember being
out there at quarter after six in the morning to get the bus to Cheshire. Switch to a
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bus to Waterbury, ---transportation. And we were able to go to any school that
touched our town in those days except Hamden. We could go to Meriden,
Southington, Hill House, Hamden. But Hamden was filled. We couldn’t go.. .they
wouldn’t let us go there for a couple of years. And Waterbury and there was three
high schools in Waterbury you could go to, the way their system was set up; plus
parochial schools. As long as you’re in those towns, our tuition was paid and our
transportation was paid.

Q:

Did the.. .your.. .the kids that you talked about that you had as your nucleus of friends
from nearby farms, did you all go to the same school?

A:

No.

Q:

You chose to go to different schools?

A:

I did sure, ‘cause I was programmed to go to college and I didn’t want to go to a
double-session school. You know, I just.. .1 wanted to go to school and be done. I
wanted the free periods to be able to study ‘cause I knew when I came home I was
going to have those projects to do, and I loved music. So I mean, and my parents
never held back on anything that I really wanted to do that was.. .you know, that they
felt was constructive or going to be of value to my in my future life. So they never
stayed in my way about the music. They did about the types of instruments that I
wanted to play because they didn’t have the money. You know, I really wanted to
play the piano but we really didn’t have any money to buy a piano. Then I went to
play the trumpet and they were afraid that because I had the pneumonia and
everything, well no. So we settled on the good old Italian instrument, a mandolin and
I started that when I was eleven and I still play. And then when I went to high school,
I was fourteen then, fourteen yeah. Now we had the music teacher, trumpet teacher
and I was in a musical program at the high school. They had the music
‘cause I
liked it. Art and music. And my mother and father said, Okay, you want to take the
trumpet, you can take the trumpet. And I did so I still play that too. Yeah. I still
have a trumpet downstairs. I still play.
---

Q:

Did you ever play with a group?

A:

Yeah.

Q:

Did you?

A:

Oh yeah. I don’t know. I only play for churches. Well, you mean like dance groups
and stuff like that?

Q:

Umhmm.

A:

No, not so much. I did a lot of marching groups. Got in the first University of
Connecticut Band after the Second World War. So I got on campus. That plus being
in the Department of--- anyhow. An Ag student. Oh yeah, sure.

Q:

Now you said your parents supported you going on to school and so on.

A:

No, well they didn’t support me.

Q:

No but I mean, but the idea of you going to school. That was always...

A:

No, no, no. They programmed me. Oh, ho.

Q:

Okay, talk about that.

A:

I’m going to spend my life. My father was very, very.. .that’s one of the things he
would never come back to Italy. He felt he was short-changed. He said one of the
things that made the United States the greatest country in the world, he said, it just is
because he.. he knew what Italy was
and it’s a free education which they didn’t
have. They didn’t have. They had a limited education. He said but here you coutd go
as far as you want you know, you had a free education to the end of high school. No
way in Italy ---his time when he was there. And that’s all that was in his mind, You
wilt get an education. And it started when I was three, four, five years old. I got
the.. .1 got the.. .not because of that. Not only that. I.. .1 liked school. I really did, I
enjoyed school. I enjoyed learning, I still do. I got the third highest marks in grammar
school. I was eligible to get a free ride to the Cheshire Academy because one boy
each year who graduates from Cheshire Grammar School gets a free ride for four
years from Cheshire Academy. That’s a part of the deal of them being in the town of
Cheshire. And I was the third on the list. The first boy refused, the second kid took it
so I was out. Yeah. My grades were very close but that’s the way it goes. You
know, that’s it. So I went to Crosby and it was classical A school like Hill House
except Hill House had double-sessions. The girl across the street went to Hill House.
She liked it you know. But I don’t think I would have went there. I wanted the free
periods. My wife went to Meriden. They were on double-session. She said, “You
know, it’s tough.” Double sessions are tough, they don’ t get the free periods or
anything like that. So I was able to take music, art and then I still had free periods to
study. I used to study all through my lunch periods and free periods and so I really
had very little homework. I used to roar right through it if I could.
---

Q:

So when did you decide to go to college?

A:

You’re serious?

Q:

Right, you were programmed. But you had to go out on your own and do it?
Oh, yeah.

A:

in

Q:

So how did you get there?

A:

What do you mean? You.. .how did I do that?

Q:

Yeah.

A:

Oh, that was interesting because I.. .1 used to go to all the agricultural meetings with
my father, too and in those days you had...

Q:

Was that Farm Bureau, Grange, Extension?

A:

Well, no I was... I was.. .well, people in Extension knew me. Yeah. And it really
started because each one of these small areas had their own association. There was
the New Haven Vegetable Growers Association. There was a Bridgeport Vegetable
Growers Association. There was a Waterbury Vegetable Growers Association and
there was a Hartford Vegetable Growers Association. And my father went to every
meeting of that and I did too and I was only a young kid. I was only what, maybe
nine, ten years old when I started going to them with my father? So not only that, the
Extension professor, they used to be involved in our meetings and give us the latest
information on the upgrading of what was new in the vegetable production area. This
one was Professor Wilkenson, that we had. It goes way back into the ‘30’s and the
‘40’s and I guess from what he.. .you know, from what they said, he saw what kind of
a person I was. He was another one who pushed my mother and father and said, “I
want him to go to the University of Connecticut.” And my father wasn’t into
disagreeing with that. So I almost.. .1 didn’t even.. .to tell you the truth, I didn’t even
think about going to any other college. That’s how much I was programmed. I knew
I was going there and that’s all. Then the other thing that.. .that helped me was
because I had taken part in all the agricultural activities. The President at the time of
the Waterbury Vegetable Growers Association was Earl Kurtz who has now passed
away. And he saw something in me and he came to my father one night. I remember
that night. I was in high school. And it was.. .it was that time that Waterbury.. it was
Waterbury’s turn to hold the state convention. We had a state convention once a year
and each local group took it each year and carried it out. Well, Earl Kurtz came to my
father and said, “You know.” He said, “I’m the President, I’m supposed to carry it
out.” He said, “You know, I didn’t have that much schooling.” He said, “I know
what I want to do,” he said, “but you know, I’ve always seen Frank at all the
meetings. He’s got a background of what goes on and everything. He is in high
school and stuff and he’s good in English and stuff.” He said, “I’d like to have him be
my secretary.” So I was a high school student who was secretary of the state
convention which again got my name all the way around ‘cause I was the youngest
guy who ever did that. And at the same time, I got involved with being part of a
group that had to do with developing the Hartford Regional Market which came into
being at that time. That was my first year of college but I was still involved. And I did
a little bit for the Waterbury group too. I did a lot of purchasing of the supplies. We
got into cooperative buying because I was able to do that. We used to cooperative
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buy all the baskets and packages for the farms at the beginning of the year. Got to
know those salesmen. And you know, you think about it. It could just go on and on.
Then I got involved, you know, I don’t know how far to go. I mean, it just seems like
I was always involved. You know, and then, didn’t... they don’t understand that I
didn’t realize it at the time. I didn’t realize what was happening to me, I have to admit
that to you. I didn’t...I didn’t. I mean, Ijust did it ‘cause I enjoyed doing it. You
know, everybody said I did a pretty good job of it you know, for my age bracket.

Q:

Let’s go back for one thing. The Hartford Regional Market was different than the
Hartford Market. How did it differ?

A:

In that it did become a regional distribution place. In other words, it took...

Q:

They regionalized it.

A:

It took on a real regional aspect. Okay, that they.. .because then... .now you’re getting
into the big chains that were buying from those suppliers, wholesalers. In other words,
only after the chains went into their own supply. You know, supplying their own
warehouses. At first as the chains started out, they used to buy from the wholesalers
in the market.

Q:

What years would that have been approximately?

A:

Years I graduated from grammar school. Well wait, I got to think. ‘40’s. Just
before? Oh, just before...well, what happens...just before the war started. ‘39, ‘38,
‘37, ‘40. Was there a big change? Big change? Big change came.. .big change came
when all the GIs started coming home. Big change happened in everything when the
GIs came home.

Q:

How did it affect your particular business?

A:

Well, that’s. ..that’s when it changed and the plant business started changing also. The
big vegetable growers survived because they could supply the chains because the
chains now had their own you know, purchasing and distribution warehouses but they
could supply. The smaller ones either went into more roadside stands and there was a
lot more at that time or they got you know, some product that was... seemed to be
leading in another direction like nursery business, planting to nursery trees, plants,
okay? The victory gardens during the war brought the plants so my father was the
leader in that. (That’s what I was looking for was the information I had on the victory
gardens.) Yeah, my father was the leader in the plant business here in Cheshire. I
don’t know about the areas but I know he was here in Cheshire. He was the one. He
was the one who started to sell plants out on Route 10 and then he got involved with
the victory garden plant production because of a pretty far up exec. In Connecticut
General Life whose relatives lived in New Haven but he was in Hartford when they
started these victory garden plant. Do you remember that during the Second World
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War? I don’t know how old you are but I mean, I’m serious, not that I do. I
remember.. .but let me just.. .this is where.. .this is where the change came in right?

Q:

Who was planting the victory gardens? I mean, their employees?

A:

No,.. well, most
was the execs themselves who would in a certain.. .in a certain area
in Hartford. You know, they all had a plot, they all had plots out in.. .they had a large
plot out in West Hartford you know, where they had different plots to raise their own
vegetables and stuff and there were many people who were interested. I mean, these
were big orders for a small operation like my father’s but.. (Tape interruption.)
Yeah, but the.. .you know, nobody else was doing it. I mean, Kurtz farms, which is
one of the biggest plant growers now, today, they didn’t have any greenhouses. My
father was the one that was always interested in greenhouses. He’s the one who built
them. Used to build his own and everything. And anyway.. .but getting back to the
plant business, that expanded. My high school.. .my friends in high school, which was
now another group of ifiends ‘cause I’m in a high school where all the kids are
Cheshire.. .you know, more kids from Cheshire. And all those kids worked for us.
You know, we had nine or ten kids working for us. We used to grow twelve
thousand, fourteen thousand flats. Ten o’clock at night, we’d be out there loading
trucks during the springtime. For my father, everything was done in a grape box. I’d
sort all the boxes during the wintertime.

Q:

What kind ofbox?

A:

Well, they were grape boxes that you went around and collected.

Q:

Okay.

A:

The actual grape box was you know, solid but then you had to cut it down with a saw.
You had to cut it down to three inch, two and a half to three inch. So....

Q:

Where did the box come from? It was a grape...

A:

We used to go out and collect them. They were actually grapes, they were actually
grape boxes out of California. The wineries you know, when the Italian grape... the
little wine grapes came in, well, people knew we were buying them at five cents a box.
You know, they’d start to learn you know, all these farmers now like my father was
buying them. One of the people we bought them from was Gallo Wines.. .Gallo?
Here’s my wife. She’s from the city of..oh God. Dr. Frisone’s wife, what did I tell
you...?.

B:

Boncore.

A:

Boncore. Boncore Wine, right. They were the big wine.. .they were the big wine
producers here in New Haven. Boncore Wine. And in North Haven where their

---
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house was they had a big yard. We used to go out there and there was a pile of grape
boxes. During the fall, my high school kids and myself you know.. now I had my
license. Now 1 was sixteen years old. I had my license and my father would send us
out there and we would load up the grape boxes and bring it back and unload them
and go back and get another load and bring it back and unload them until we added up
to around ten or twelve thousand. Then.. .then the wintertime came, then I start.. .then
I.. then it was my job to start sawing those things. You know, it’s amazing. It was
amazing how much work we put in compared to the plastics. So you, you were
limited. You were limited as to what you could produce you know. But we were.. .we
were about that high at the time.

Q:

What did you do for ffin in your spare time?

A:

It’s amazing. I stil...I still you know...

Q:

You said you were in the band.. .that marching group.

A:

Yeah, well no, I was in the band in high school. ft didn’t take me long to learn the
trumpet other than to build my lip up because I already knew music from playing the
mandolin. So I started taking my first year okay, with the trumpet. By the second.. .by
my second year, I was in the band. And I was in the concert band. It was actually
concert orchestra at that time and it would... There was a.. .they were to pick players of
three high schools in .in Waterbury, and I was one of them. And we traveled. We
competed, although we competed from a different point of view. We didn’t compete
for marching, we competed from playing you know...
.

.

Q:

The music.

A:

Yeah, it was more music okay? It wasn’t marching and I never forget that that
we.. .we ended up and we won first prize down in the Stamford area. And one of the
people that was part of that was a the blind.. .the blind piano player.

Q:

Ray Charles.

A:

Ray Charles. I can remember.. .1 can remember that him coming up. He was very
young. He was really very young. Which was an experience. We went to the
Metropolitan Opera you know, stuff like that. By the time of my senior year, I was
pretty good playing in the high school marching band and playing in the concert
orchestra. And (at) the University of Connecticut, I played in them all. I played in the
pep band. Went to every single basketball game without ever paying. Played in the
football band, played in the ROTC band, played in the concert band. Played them all.
That’s why I almost flunked out of college.

Q:

All those extra activities.
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A:

Yeah. Not college, but high school was so easy and everything to me. I really didn’t
want to study---about fraternity and
Two years, that’s all I remember. I
remember my marks.. .my marks went out first.
---.

Q:

That’s how it goes. So then you.. you started off majoring in Agriculture?

A:

One year. And not that it was a bad course, it was a very.. .it was a very good course.
I don’t know. I used to kid because the kids said, well why did you switch? But I
always felt in the back of my mind, I’ve always been that kind of a person, that there
must be an easier way to run a farm. And I was always interested in the business
methods to be applied to a farm. And that’s why I switched to Business. I didn’t
know what was going to happen you know? I really didn’t. ‘Cause when I switched
to Business, when my father talked, he didn’t want me to go back to the farm. I said,
“All right.” So I take the Business courses and all. You’re young at that time. You
get to thinking you’re going to be some big entrepreneur, flying around in your jet
around the world making millions of dollars. But one of the good thing was, that
when I graduated, lo and behold, ‘cause I’m still helping my parents, who tells me to
go down and take an interview with Connecticut General Life because he knew who I
was? So this top executive was in charge of that (Victory Gardens) and he said, “Oh,
you graduated?” I said, “Yes.” “So what’s your major?” I said, “Marketing
research.” He said, “Good, come on down.” And I was offered a job but then I
wouldn’t go to Arizona. So now Connecticut General Life clamped down. They said,
“You don’t want to go to Arizona?” I said, “No, I don’t want to go to Arizona.”
They said, “Well, then you better go home.” In other words, you know, they had said
we’ve done as much as we can for you. And still.. .we still did the victory gardens as
long as they had them. It was my decision. So I came home and I told my... oh, then I
went looking you know, still thinking well....

Q:

So were you married while you were in college?

A:

No.

Q:

After? Okay.

A:

No, no, no. I toured the streets of New Haven. So was all the Yalies and so were all
the UConns and every one of us on those jobs. It just didn’t appeal to me. I made
more money running the farm under my father’s supervision. I came back and told my
father, I said, “Dad, this is ridiculous.” I said, “They offered the job and I don’t want
to go to Arizona.” I said, “Other than that, I want to go back to the farm.” I said,
“I’m not afraid to work. You taught me how to work and everything. I just want to
go back and run my own.” So my father finally relented and agreed. That’s why I
went back to run the farm.

Q:

Did you have to run his?

A:

---Absolutely.

Q:

And so you worked on his farm with him?

A:

No, me. No, no. My father had now sold everything he had and he was just in the
greenhouses. I used all rented land. I didn’t own anything.

Q:

So you started it out separately?

A:

On my own. This was.. .that was my project but I helped him. I helped him and my
mother in the springtime until we got started. But then T. .1 kind of specialized. I
became a tomato-growing specialist. And the four crop... I only grew four crops.
There was tomatoes, peppers, some string beans, corn, not much. Just to have as a
backup and that was about it. The basic crop was tomatoes. I was known for it. And
I had no problems in selling that. Had problems disease-wise and everything else. But
I had it set so that there was a rotation. There was land being, you know, put under
a... and enough grass.. .grass areas and stuff like that to rebuild the soils. I mean, I just
applied everything. I.. .1.. .1 applied you know, the principles of tractors and how they
were set up so the tractors didn’t have to be changed all the time. We didn’t have to
change equipment. I got involved with HomeLite Corporation and the University of
Connecticut, and the State Department of Agriculture. They were experimenting with
a mist blower, Homelite. And it used five gallons of material per acre. ‘Also got
involved with Uniroyal, with their insecticides. The whole thing was a project carried
out by them but I was the one using my... my farm operation and keeping the records
as to what the new materials did. And the machine work that went on the back of my
cub (cab). They build a platform and on the back of my cub(cab), two men could put
the machine right on and we’d go out. We had a regular spraying program and we
used a lot of the materials experimental. One of them was great. Went out there and
sprayed one day and we sprayed eight rows of tomatoes. And the next day went back
and every bug was dead and so was every plant. ---My God.. I’ll never forget. I think
the person who was in charge that...he was very young at the time and he’s...he just
retired. You know, he was not much older than I was. Then we had a professor
from,. .he was brought up from Mississippi. Dr. Potts. That was his name, Dr. Potts.
He was a nice guy, nice guy. And he used to ride on the back of the sprayer while I
was driving it, you know. He wanted to be close to his work. And he took some
awful chances.
.

Q:

I guess so.

A:

I thought.. .1 thought he did anyway you know. Yeah, so...

Q:

So then how many.. .when did you finally buy your.. .you leased the land for a while?

A:

Yeah. Well, Cheshire started to grow and I had... I had some very successful years on
the farm. But to tell you the truth, I though at the time by the time I was forty-five I
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would retire. So it’s not bad. I’m lucky, I’m back at the farm. I actually, in the first
few years, made and had left more at the end of the year than some of my fraternity
brothers who took some of these.. so-called high paying jobs. Maybe their future was
greater but I... at least I think today no one ended up as happily as we did. But two
years later, and it was only two years later, I could see Cheshire was growing and I
mean growing fast. And some of the land you know, that I had he had sold out from
under me. And a big farm that I tried to buy just about two miles from here was
out... sold out from under me. I almost had it but then developers found out about it.
So a streak of luck came along and I was told that this parcel right here was for sale.
And it was for sale by a Mr. Jones who was.. .if you go back in history, Mr. Jones
was.. .and his brother was the professor of poultry up at the University of Connecticut.
But his brother ran this. Now, his brother’s kids were in school with me. And he was
ready to retire and to sell the land. He gave land to his daughters and I was helping
Cheshire Hatchery ‘cause I grew up with their son. I was helping this winter and I
start telling him that you know, pressure’s on and Mr. Mead, who was the owner of
Cheshire Hatchery said, “Well, gee frank, you know, there’s a piece of land for sale
out there on the corner of Cheshire Street. Talk to that man.” I said, “Really, yeah.”
So I was going to see her and I came up this road and he was walking up the hill and I
stopped. And I can remember that conversation to this day. He said to me... no, I said
to him, “Hi, Mr. Jones.” ‘Cause I knew who he was. I said, “Do you know who I
am?” He said, “Yeah.” He said, “You’re Frank Papandrea.” He said, “You’re the
boy that everybody’s talking about that runs all this land up here you know, so
efficiently and all.” And he said, “You do such a good job.” “So I don’t know what
they say but yeah, I am.” I said, “I went to school with your daughter.” He says,
“Yeah, I know.” He says, “You went to school with Marge.” I said, “Yeah.” I said,
“I understand you have this for sale.” He said, “I do. So who wants to buy it?” I
said, “Me.” He said, “Oh, what are you going to do with it?” I said, “I’m going to
turn it into an agricultural vegetable plant.” I said, “I’m getting crowed out.” I
said... and he said, “Is that what you want to do with it?” I said, “Yeah.” He said,
“Well, that’s the only reason I’ll sell it.” I said, “How much you want for it?” He
said, “Ten thousand dollars for this acreage right here.” So I immediately turned
around and went back and told my father who by this time had said, “Okay.” You
know when we had looked at different parcels. We didn’t look at this ‘cause there
was no for sale signs on this. We looked at different parcels and now, there was one
down here that’s now a park which I helped get for the town. And I said to my father,
“It’s nice and smooth and everything. It doesn’t have rocks. He said, “No, we don’t
want that one. It’ll freeze ‘cause it’s low.” The one Ernie Delucia bought was had
heavy land and so you know, we were still looking in the Cheshire area. Went back
and told my father and my father.. .1 can remember that he asked me these questions.
“Mr. Jones?” I said, “Yeah.” He said, “Okay, I know who he is.” He said, “Where is
it?” I said, “Right on the corner of Cheshire Street and Johnson Avenue.” He said,
“Well, how many feet do you have on Cheshire Street?” And I said, “Mr. Jones says a
thousand.” “How many feet do you have on East Johnson?” “Eight hundred.” He
said, “You go all the way to the Quinnipiac River.” I said, “Yeah.” He says, “So you
can get water?” I said, “Yeah.” He said, “What’s he want for it?” “He said he
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wanted ten thousand dollars.” My father said to my mother Julia, “Go upstairs, get a
check. Write out a check for five hundred dollars.” He said, “Get into Frankie’s car.
Franide, take your mother up to Mr. Jones a five hundred dollar check down
payment.” So my father locked him in right away. And that’s how I got it. We paid
my father back a certain amount. Then I started running the farm and I broke it open
and I got it all straightened out and irrigation and everything and in the meantime, I
had.. .1 was going out with Norma. And we still weren’t married. It took us a long
time to get married. That’s how I ended up with ‘em. It’s almost like you’re...it’s
almost like there’s a path already made for it when you’re born.

Q:

So now, was there enough land here in acreage to...to support the kind of...

A:

At that time? At that time.

Q:

And had you leased any other land beside that then?

A:

We did and then we let it go little by little.

Q:

Okay.

A:

Right? And then at the same time, my father had gotten to the point where he had
decided that he did want to see his brothers before he died. He had me taking care
of his greenhouses in the wintertime. And the other thing I did, Norma was a
teacher.. you’re talking about support. Norma taught, she was a teacher...

Q:

I was going to ask that.

A:

And then she helped in the summertime. She helped.. .she was right out here with the
kids and everything like my mother and she was helping me after school and
everything when she could. But I mean, her main thing was you know, she was a
kindergarten teacher. Well, I can’t deny that. I mean, I have the same thing here with
my wife as my father had. We don’t argue as much though. (Laughter)
(End of side one.). she was always you know, always side by side. And with her
working.. and then in the wintertime, I always worked. I either worked for my uncle’s
construction company or I worked in a factory. Whenever there was any place to
work I would go. I never stopped because if you did.. .you know, (I) was always
brought up that once you stopped, you really.. .you’re going backwards. You know?
So I... (Tape interruption.). .Sernpre avante, in Italian which means always forward,
never look back. It was a... he said, “Don’t ever look back.” He says, “You can’t do
anything about that.” He says, “But you can change.. .change what you’re doing and
go forward.” He was always famous for that.

Q:

Now, you had children?
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A:

Three. Yeah. Three girls. And we had the time of our lives. We had a great life.
This house is full of laughs, music, parties and three great daughters. In fact, they’re
all here. Now that we’re retired, we split the farm in four because I would never sell
the land you know. Looking at it from the government’s viewpoint, I decided well, I
don’t want to pay all of that. You know, all the taxes that are going to go with the
increase of active land in Cheshire. So I told the girls and they were all excited. One’s
a teacher in the Cheshire School System and her husband has taken over Tower
Farms. My other daughter is in the middle there.(showing a picture) She’s the oldest.
She’s an RN and her husband’s a male RN and he’s got a little business besides.
They’re doing very well. So, she’s got the same portion, the same amount. Then my
youngest daughter is married to a Cardiologist that I told you about and that’s their
house just being finished right there. And that.. .that. all of these are two hundred fifty
foot wide and eventually through the gift process, they’ll either go all the way to the
river or will stop at a certain point and give the area along the river to the Land Trust
so that it will remain that way indefinitely. And everybody will have use of it. It was
just a plan I have ‘cause I was in Town Government. I don’t know if you know that.
. .

Q:

That’s one of my questions. Did you have any connections to town...the town?

A:

Yeah, well a little. Just nineteen years, that’s all. Yeah, no I started in 1966 being
appointed to the Planning Commission. And then it combined and became Planning
and Zoning. While I was secretary the Planning Commission combined and became
the Planning and Zoning Commission. I was Chairman of that for nine years. Then I
was Chairman of the Econom...of Community Development Action Plan which was
quite a... quite a project. I was tied in with Economic Development and I was on the
Town Council for six years and I was Vice-Chairman of Town Council for four. I was
supposed to be Chairman but I was afraid my business would get hurt so I said No,
I ‘in not taking it. I said I...

Q:

How do you mean?

A:

Well, because if you really want to do a good job as Chairman of the Town Council
and Honorary Mayor, it took time. It takes time. This is all voluntary, you don’t get
paid. There isn’t anything in Cheshire that gets paid for. And you know, I also belong
to Farm Bureau and I belong to Plant Growers Association. And when you come
right down to it, there wasn’t anything that I didn’t belong to. And then I played
music. I played with the Cheshire Community Band and geez, in fact, for a while there
I taught trumpet. Yeah, one kid.. .well a couple of kids heard me play but one kid
wanted to take lessons from me. He wanted to.. .he wanted to learn how to do you
know, what I was doing sound-wise. But anyway, I... I taught him. You know, I
don’t know if he’s still playing or not. And oh, I belonged to the Republican Town
Committee, I belonged to Farm Bureau, I belonged to.. .they had Plant Growers
Association at that time. I did TV programs, public relations programs.

Q:

For...?
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A:

For the Plant Growers Association. Yeah, Frank Atwood.

Q:

Yes, I have things of his.

A:

I was on one of his programs. Then I did a couple of other radio programs concerning
agriculture and the plant growing. Because you know, and I meant to tell you. In
1962, my father retired. Oh... another thing that occurred in my life, a great experience
was when I was miming and there was always a lot of people after me to work for
them. You know, be a part of their organization. I told them no. But one day, I
guess he was Business Manager of the Meriden School for Boys who lives here in
Cheshire and knew me. And he said to me that Connecticut Valley Hospital had just
had a problem and they were looking for somebody to run that project and they
couldn’t find anybody and would I be interested in helping. And I wasn’t sure at that
time whether I wanted to or not. Somehow or another... it could have been him
because he knew about.. .he knew me from the time I was young. But somehow the
University of Connecticut got involved too.

Q:

With the farm at the hospital?

A:

No, no, no. With this potential problem that Connecticut Valley Hospital had.

Q:

What did they.. .what was the problem?

A:

They had to get rid of their greenhouse manager and groundskeeper on the spot for
infraction of regulations.

Q:

Oh, okay.

A:

And I mean, there was no such thing as you know, a month from now or
nothing...now, you’re out of here. The guy had worked there seventeen years and
blew it all. And now they had this operation. It was really a big operation you know,
it was running the greenhouses, all the lawns which was sixty acres, about three miles
of..

Q:

Now the greenhouses were.. .were for them to use?

A:

Yes. Grew all the plants for the farm because that.. .those. .those years are farm
operation. I had all the roads’ maintenance in the wintertime. All the sidewalks,
sanding and plowing was under me and grew plants for the farm. That was under me.
And had to do all floral decorations for all their parties and politics and we had nine
reservoirs, nine small reservoirs were under me. So I had about thirty people, state
employees, under me.

Q:

Now you did this besides your regular job?

.

In

A:

Yeah. I would.. .1 didn’t stop running the farm okay? And it happened that this
happened in the fall just when my farm was ready to close. Okay? The frost. So
anyway, whatever happened was.. .1 said, frank, go up there and talk. Okay, so I went
up there and I talked to...oh, what’s his name? It’s all right. Anyway he was. ..he was
the farm manager and I came under.. .1 was under him. But I went up there and I told
him, I said, “Look.” I said, “I’ll tell you what.” I said, “I’ll take the thing.” I said,
“I’ll take it.” I said, “I’d like to see what the experience is like to do this.” I said,
“But I won’t be a perm. .1 don’t want be a.. .don’t want you to think I’m going to be a
permanent employee.” ‘Cause the pay wasn’t that great you know. It wasn’t bad with
all the benefits but it wasn’t that great. So I did it that winter and I was only supposed
to be there six months but I stayed nine. Which meant I had to become a permanent
state employee because you only could be a temporary for six. I went through all the
exams and everything and I got the highest mark that anybody ever got up there. In
fact, my boss said.. .Floyd Morris, that’s what his name was, Floyd Morris. And he
said to me, “You know,” he said, “well, I suppose now you’re gonna leave.” I said,
“No, I’m not going to leave, Floyd.” I said, “You’re going to be my boss. What did I
tell you at the beginning?” I said, “I told you,” I said, “I’ll go back.” I said, “You get
a guy in here.” So he says, “Oh, all right.” So he was satisfied with that. And it took
him three more months to get a person they thought was qualified to do the job. And
it was a big job, it really was. I mean, you really.. .you know, and I.. it was a job that
was not that hard for me because I had grown up in a greenhouse with my father. I
had grown up with bloom culture. I had grown up with carnation culture which
is.. were standard up there you know, at the greenhouses and the plants. And the farm
plants, I changed his whole farm operation around and I’ll tell you, did we tangle. We
tangled for the
He was telling me where he was buying the seed, “You got to buy
the seed from...” And I said, “Floyd, do you want me to do this for you?” He said,
“Yeah.” I said, “Look, I’m telling you, buy this variety, buy that one.” By the time
we got through at the end of the summer, he called me in the office one day and he
said, “What do I do now?” I said “What?” He said, “I have so many tomatoes I don’t
know what to do with them.” I said, “What did I tell you? I said I told you you were
raising the wrong varieties. You know, where did you ever come up with those
varieties. And I told you you were planting too many for this variety for what you
were doing.” ‘Cause we were supplying.. .what was our mental institution down in
Niantic. near Niantic?
.

---.

.

.

Q:

Oh, it’s in Waterford...it’s in Waterford.

A:

It wasn’t the prison.

Q:

It was the.. .it’s a state home. They’re going to make a senior citizen development out
of it. It was in Waterford right next to Niantic...Seaside.

A:

Yeah.
Yeah, on.. .on the water.

Q:
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A:

Well, I can’t.. .1 never went. To tell you the truth, all I knew was that they were just
picking all this material and they did end up throwing a lot over the bank. You know,
because.. .well, they just had too many you know. They just had too many just because
of...well after that I mean, everything straightened out. He was a...he was really a nice
guy.

Q:

What were some of the biggest changes you saw over these.. .these years?

A:

Oh, a lot.

Q:

I know but. ..but you mentioned them in passing but if you had to identify some of the
ones that made the most impact on the business and industry?

A:

Yeah, what part?

Q:

What do you mean what part?

A:

Well, the vegetable end of it or the plant business?

Q:

Both. Go into both.

A:

The vegetable end of it was, again not because it was me but I mean, I was the first on
a small scale because I was always a single operator. I never wanted to be big. for
some reason, I just didn’t... I wanted to have absolute control. The other farms that
continued as farms kind of took off after me in applying business principles to
operating their farms. I mean things like spacing of rows, knowing how many number
of plants go into an acre. How would you.. .how would you put them down. And I
you know, I went all through this. I had...I had a paper
that high of every
operation I had. And 1 would say that was it. And what you did see was not
diversification but the specialization of each farm having it’s own specialty crop. They
did have the other crops but each one eventually ended up with being.. .having. .you
know, like even now in Hartford, the operating farms see, you’ll see a tendency to
them like, one farm its special. ..it’s a potato. Another farm its specialty is a pepper
depending on where they are. Another farm specialty would be tomato. You’d see
that. Yeah. You’ll see that. And that was like when the vegetable was really the
application of business principle, okay?
.

Q:

What about the changes in the actual vegetable itself? I’m thinking in my lifetime, I’ve
seen the tomatoes go from...

A:

No, I couldn’t.. no.. .1 really.. .you don’t want to do that. You don’t want to do that
because there’s changes.. there’s so many changes you. ..you, I mean, how you
go...because if you could put that in one sentence, fine. But I mean,
you.. .you...you’ve got to realize that that’s another end of agriculture that people
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don’t realize was that the changes in... in the different varieties that came through here.
Like for one plant, where one plant produces may... even my father said, my one plant
produced maybe nine to ten times more for one plant as the plants that he grew when
he was young. You know, how did agriculture keep up? By you know, the advances
in fertilization. The adv. .you know, the advances in everything to do with the land
and the use and all that. It’s just unbelievable. Use of, you know, I’d have to sit down
and think about it and write a paper on each one of the advances. Really. I get all
excited about that because that’s what I saw in my life. That’s.. .that’s even outdoor
grown. If I showed you, you know, the changes that we, my wife and I ourselves did.
You know, but people said.. well, let me get into that. I got.. .1 told her, I got it so
that the machines did most of the work. Did very little hoeing. And we didn’t use
weed control. Weed control wasn’t that advanced. Delucia, one of the leading
outdoor vegetable growers moved and bought a farm in Cheshire. Moved out of New
Haven ‘cause he was getting crowded and he bought this very big farm up West
Johnson Avenue. I didn’t know but he.. .he heard of me and I had rented land up here
on Wolf Hill Road. And I was cultivating the fields of tomatoes that I had up there.
Came to the end of the row up against the road and here’s this man standing there.
And he said, “Are you Frank Papandrea?” And I said, “Yes.” He said, “Well, I’m
Ernie Delucia,” he said, “and I’m hoping to come to Cheshire,” he said, “I heard a lot
about you and how you’re operating your farm,” he said, “with the amount of
acreage,” he said, “you’ve got. And I understand you’ve got two tractors. You’ve
got a truck and a small truck and you got four high school kids.”
.

Q:

And how many acres did you have here?

A:

Oh, actually I used to.. .1 used to keep about forty acres under cultivation. You know,
I didn’t use all forty because I was on a rotation system. But I used to rent around
forty acres for protection and for rotation and stuff like that. He looked at what I was
doing with the tomatoes and how I set up and how the tractor was going over them.
And then we just talked. He said, “I... I really wanted to meet you.” He was my friend
for life ‘til he died. Or I was his friend for life. In fact, yesterday I was with his wife
at a senior citizen party. She was remembering.., she was remembering my wife and I
when we were so young you know, compared to them. It’s you know, she wondered
about my wife because my wife’s got Parkinson’s. You start thinking back about all
those years as friends. But anyway, he bought this farm up here and he upped me one
and took everything that I was doing and he improved on it. You know what I mean?
Instead of like he saw the way I set up the tractor with the wheels and stuff and we
used to be able to put two rows of cabbage underneath the wheels, not one but two.
So Ernie comes up with a system right? And I was laughing with him one day. He
had three. So he increased.., you know, see he increased his crop by thirty-three and a
third per cent right? The tractor, instead of making three passes, he was making one
pass for three rows. There was all this stuff that was adding up you know. He saw
what I was doing and you know, he was the kind of a person who just grabbed onto
anything and just kept on improving. He was the one who.. .in Cheshire.. .my father
was the start of the plant business but it was Ernie Delucia who saw the future of

plastics. That’s the thing that stymied my father. My father had that belief that
nothing would grow in a plastic container. —-Plastic greenhouses. Ernie Delucia, he
picked right up on that. He build a plastic greenhouse. He said the plastic container is
going to give us the biggest market in plants you ever saw. ‘Cause he was dealing
with the chains, he was that big. He was one of the chain stores. He was A&P.
Right? And he was right. He started producing the plants in the containers. A&P
started to handle them and everything in the New York area, New York City area.
Just took off. Not only that. We’re back to after the war. That’s when
people.. .people’s you know, their likes changed also. They were more interested in
beautifying their homes and their individual homes with the building spurts we had
than growing you know. And then we were, you know when your economy is.. .is well
off, people aren’t thinking about growing food to save on that. I mean, they go down
the store and buy their food. But they improve their houses. But they’ll.. .they’ll do
anything. Trees, shrubs and that’s what’s happening. That’s what’s happened here.
All these... all these, like Cheshire’s the bedding plant capitol of Connecticut right?
But that’s because all the vegetable farmers turned to the greenhouse. Turned to
plastic greenhouses. And that was another thing. See my father said, “Oh, nothing
will ever grow good in a p1...” ‘Cause he had all glass houses. Then my father after
about five years changed his mind. Yeah. We have a boy up there at the---he’s not a
boy anymore. He had started working for us when he was thirteen years old and he
stayed with us all through college. And he became the manager of the University of
Connecticut floriculture ranch, Robert Adzima.

Q:

Oh, yes.

A:

And he was one of the best loyal people that we ever had. High school... ‘cause I
always used high school kids or college kids. I never used imported help. ‘Cause we
like the young people around us.

Q:

Did he retire this year?

A:

He’s supposed to. Yeah. Tough kid. But a.. .a highly moral person. Hard to get
along with. Well, he is. No, I mean, believe me. Oh, yeah. But loyal, loyal to this
one. You can’t believe. He had some you know, he’s had some things that would
hurt a kid like him in his family life. His mother walked out. And he attached himself
to my wife, he was hitchhiking on the road---with a fishing pole you know, and it had
all the little cuts in it like the kids had in those days with the fishing poles. I picked
him up, gave him a ride to Meriden and I said to him, “Rob, how’d you like to work
for me?” “Well, I don’t know.” So the next day I think he called me. “Yeah,” he
said, “I’d like to work for you,” and he stayed here. He can... .he. .he was an incentive
but you had to know how to get along with him. I mean, you really did. You.. .you
didn’t dare.. .1 mean, he was loyal. I mean, he was truth.. .you could.. .you could.. in
fact, he’d let us. He let my wife and I.. .we had no children at the time.. he’d let us go
on a vacation on a weekend. This kid was only sixteen, seventeen years old. There’s
not very many people
.

I

Q:

Taking responsibility?

A:

You leave him with five hundred or a thousand dollars. You come back, there it was
plus whatever business he did for us. “Cause we had a “pick your own” business we
went to. He made me buy the irrigation system. He said, “You buy the irrigation
system, I’ll run it.” And he did. Oh yeah. Robert Zima. Very few people know. All
the kids that had him in the greenhouses and everything you know, they all say the
same thing. As soon as you mention his name, it’s...and then the next thing they say,
“But man did we learn something.”

Q:

Um hmm. So that’s...I understand that. Tell me. What were some of the.. you
mentioned along the way but what would you say were some of the biggest challenges
or problems you had as you were going through all these developments?

A:

My father. As much as he was help. ‘Cause I always wanted to try something new.
My father would say, “I don’t know about that.” Oh, we had some real rough times.
I look back today and there was many times I should have kept my mouth shut.

Q:

But you.. .that’s not uncommon from people I’ve interviewed.

A:

I know.

Q:

With the parent and the son.

A:

Yeah, I know. But I should have kept my mouth shut.

Q:

Interesting. What brought you the greatest joy? Your wife?

A:

I tell her that all the time. Every night. Grandchildren. All the high school kids that
remember Tower Farms.

Q:

Well, I want to talk to you about

A:

We named it.

Q:

But the tower was here when you bought it?

A:

Oh yeah. My father bought it. That got turned over to me ‘cause I’m the only son.

Q:

Oh, oh well eventually.., so after your mother passed on then it became yours?

A:

Well, that’s an interesting story. I mean, I don’t know what it means to you or what
you want to write about. If you’re going to write you know, like families in
agriculture. No, my father did not pass it on. My father came to me one day and I

.
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it’s called Tower because of the tower?

was working near the end of my time at Connecticut Valley Hospital. In fact, it was
June. We had built this house 1962, we had two children at the time. One was very
young and we were farming this with no rented land. And I was working at
Connecticut Valley Hospital. Norma was not teaching because she got pregnant she
said, “I want to be a mother.” And I said, “That’s fine. No problems there if you
want to be home with the kids.” She said, “That’s more important.” And we got
along. She canned, she froze, she made clothes, she did it all. And my father came up
to me.. .came up to... came up to Connecticut Valley Hospital and he said, “frank I
want to talk to you.” I didn’t even know he was coming up. He said, “I’ve just been
given a disability thing from the doctor,” and he said, “I want to take my retirement.”
He said, “I’ll give you two weeks to make up your mind whether you want to take
over the greenhouses. You’re my only son.” He says, “And I don’t mean take over, I
mean lease.” He says, “Your mother and I need that for retirement.” He said, “Or I’ll
sell the place.” He said, “I’ll give you two weeks.” So my knees kind of hopped a
little bit. They did. But I came home and I talked to Norma and Norma said, “Well,”
she says, “I know how tough it is and everything,” she said, “but whatever you want
to do I’m with you.” So we took it and we leased it for twenty years from my father.
It might have been ten I’ll tell you, the way time goes. Well we ran that one out. Oh,
my father died before that was over. That’s right, my father died. We did renew the
lease with my mother and then John, my son-in-law came in. He worked for me in
high school. All through high school. And he was going out with my daughter all
through high school. They went to four years of college, they’re still going off to
college. They’re one of the rare couples that didn’t break up from when they started
going out. So just before graduation, he came up.. .they were all---after graduation.
He came up and he said, “frank,” he said, “I want to talk to you.” And I said,
“What?” He was very direct. He’s generally very direct. He said, “I’d like to come
back,” he said, “and try running this business you know, for you and Norma and then
on my own,” he said, “with the intent that if I like it, I’m going to buy it.” He said,
“You have no sons. It’s not the type of business a girl would buy.” He said, Beside
that I intend to many your daughter.” ---He said, “All right, good bye. Give me a
deal.” I said, “Okay. Let’s come back and we’ll deal.” And he did. Went back up to
the university, came back and told me exactly what he wanted and how he was going
to work it. And I said, “Okay.” Told Norma and said, “Okay, you’re in.” We didn’t
sign any papers or anything. The first year I told him, I said, “John, the first year you
run the place because of the experience you have,” I said, “you’re going to run it the
way I always run it because I got the stuff all ordered and I can’t cancel a lot of it.” I
said, “Are you willing to do that?” “Yeah.” I said, “And after that you’re running the
place, Norma’s money and my money, we sit in. That’s it. Whatever decisions you
make,” I said, “we’re with you.” And we did it. And as of January 3Oth...and he’s
been the boss up there all the time. Even with Norma and me there before we.. .before
we retired. And Norma’s not retired, Norma’s still on his payroll because she’s. ..she’s
actually the heart of the business. The heart of the business is right down there with
her in her room. And this January first he will own that place up there. He owns all
the.. .he owns all the equipment. He owns all the tractors. We went through the gift
process year by year and gave it to him. The only thing he’s got to pay for is the value

of the land. And we hold the mortgage so we can gain the interest on that. The
interest is slightly lower than the banks and he’s more than satisfied.

Q:

Where do you get your.. .order your supplies and your things from? That made me
think of it when you mentioned that you had your orders in place.

A:

Yeah, well they’re kind of preordered. You knew...you know I mean, I had a plan. I
mean, I always had... I always worked off a plan.

Q:

But where was your supplier from? Where were they from?

A:

Different areas. Mostly...

Q:

In the state, out of state.

A:

Oh, no, no. Some were out of state. Oh, sure some were out of state. Gleckner was
a plant supplier. Some of the seed houses, Harris was a seed supplier.

Q:

And where is this?

A:

New York. Gleckner? Ohio. Okay? Pan American, Florida. Agswetl, where is there
main office now? It used to be here in New Haven but it’s not anymore. It ‘s in New
York. I think it’s in New York, New York State. And basically that’s about it. Oh,
Ball Seed Company out of Chicago, Illinois. Yeah, out of Chicago. Right. But that’s
basically what we needed for the greenhouses. Even the farm. A lot of.. .a lot of farm
came from Harris Seed out of New York around the Syracuse area. They’re around
the Syracuse area.

Q:

What technology changed in the greenhouse?

A:

Oh, you shouldn’t have done that to me. Even in my own period of time, I told you
my fath.. even though I was supposed to be running the greenhouse my father used to,
Why are you doing that, what are you doing? Oh, man. Putting in automation. The
greatest technology is automation. And now it’s computers that.. This operation right
up here, okay, which carried the Delucia name after Ernie retired and went through a
couple of name changes since then, too. It’s all...that’s a computerized operation.
That’s quite a place to go through. You know, it’s all automatic. Very...almost
everything is automatic. Now they have you know, seeders that are automatic. Flats
go through them. You just watch them just like you were in a factory. They have
automatic planters where you used to hire Puerto Ricans and Spaniard and Orientals to
hand plant like my mother and I did. No more, now they got machines that’ll
transplant for you. Got automatic potters come out of Holland. Take you to another
operation here in Cheshire. They’ve got a couple of those. We’ve got another
operation that’s experimental hydroponics, which is no soils and he’s growing
vegetables lettuce okay? The plastic greenhouses themselves are produced by one of
.

.
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the companies that’re producing this GroWell. He’s right here in Cheshire. Almost
all of our plastic greenhouses are GroWells. You know, automatic heat, automatic
alarms. I was one of the first people in th...with that.. with.. with.. .what the hell’s the
name of the company? It’s out of Waterbury. Bristol, Bristol Corporation.
That’s.. that’s what allowed you to, again, change in that you didn’t have to be on the
farm. I had the first.. .1 was just in a discussion with kids I graduated from college
with. One of them was an engineer and he ended up.. .well, two of them, ended up at
the Bristol Company; one was a roadman, the other was an engineer. And I kept
thinking to myself, there ‘s got to be some way, there ‘s got to be some way that I can
have U!? alarm system that wit! go from the greenhouses two miles away, to here. And
I talked to an electrician which was the wrong move.

Q:

Now, the alarm system would be for temperature?

A:

No, to tell me.. .to tell me that my heat was off.. .yeah, well, it ran by tern.. .well, it ran
by many things that you could hook it up to. But the main thing was temperature. So
I talked to this electrician. He says, “Oh sure. That’s nothing.” So did this, that and
everything else you know. We rented what they called in those days, “a dead line”
from the phone company. And it only cost you two dollars and fifty cents a month for
a dead phone line. In other words, you put the charge to the phone line.

Q:

Oh, interesting.

A:

Okay. Just a dead line from the greenhouses to here. Oh, I know. If I had a piece of
paper I’d show you how that works. That again was all because of the advances in
technology and computers and milliamp relays and all of that stuff. But this electrician
you know, was trying to do it direct you know, with a bunch of batteries to a bell over
here you know. Nothing. So then .finally said, “I can’t do it.” So I said, “Geez,”
So one day I said, well I called up Bill Grine who was still a friend of the family’s. He
helps us direc. .he’s retired now from the Bris. .he helps us direct traffic up there at
our busy times. So, I called up Bill Grine and he sees his friend Pete. We all grew up
together. Now this friend is out in California. We used to ride back and forth to
college and I can’t even think of his name. We haven’t’ seen each other...so anyway,
Bill Grime told his friend. And they both came out and they says, “What do you
want?” I told them what I wanted. They looked at me, “That’s a nothing.” I said,
“What?” They said, “Oh, yeah. That’s the latest advancement.” He said, “We could
do that for you.” I said, “What are you going to do?” He says, “Foolproof.” “How
do you do that?” You have.. .you have a thermostat ---the greenhouse, goes through a
milliamp relay box, which they had. Okay, the Bristol Company had just produced it.
It goes over a dead line, sends it to a milliamp relay at my house which I had
downstairs on one of the girders. Attached to that was a battery, six volt battery runs
a bell with the bell right here on the wall. Go up to my room, I had it up to my room
right by my bed. What happens is that there’s a constant charge going through this
line all the time and this is why it’s foolproof. If something goes wrong with heat in
any one of those greenhouses that I have, it would trip this milliamp relay which
.
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allowed only forty-five.. .1 guess it was called ohms or forty.. there’s a forty-five
something in there concerning how much electric power can go through a phone line.
It can’t go over, but this converter box did that. Brought it from this high down to
this amount that could go through the line. Went through the line okay, came to this
milliamp relay see? The minute the power was broken this milliamp relay which was
held back like this by the power going through it on a magnet, the minute the power
was broken it would go this way and connect this little loop you had here and the bell
would ring. Why was it foolproof? Because, it had current going through it all the
time.

Q:

So.. .and... and is that the reason why the original electrician wasn’t familiar with...?

A:

No, he wasn’t familiar with anything like that at all. No, he wasn’t... he wasn’t familiar
with that. Nothing. But these two guys were. I told you. They... I grew up with
them. It was just, I know what it was. I called up the phone company. I called up the
phone company and I asked them about dead lines and prices and she said to me, “Do
you know who this is?” And I said, “No.” She said, “Well gee. I grew up with...”
You know, it was a girl... it was a girl. She said, “I grew up with you.” I said, “You
know, yeah.” I said, “Well, who....” Oh the boys name was Brendan Joyce. She said,
“I’m Helen Joyce.” You know, well I was in school with Peggy who is my age.
Right. (Tape interruption.)
Well, I’ll tell you. We had such a great time.

Q:

What do you think the future for.. .in this part of the state is and for the industry?

A:

Why in this part of the state? You mean the whole state...

Q:

We could talk about the whole state.

A:

The whole country?

Q:

No. Go ahead.

A:

No, no. I do this to my son-in-law because he’s...he’s just a highly intelligent
individual that likes that kind of a business. I said, “John, you know, when I was
young I always ran a little scared.” I says, “You’re not afraid at all.” I said, “Where’s
.where do you think is the end to this business.” He said to me, “There is no end.”
He said, “Not yet.” He said, “I’m telling you. There is no end.” I talk to Michael
Irippitino, he builds the greenhouse. He just keeps building them and building them
and greenhouses keep on going up. I go.. .and he keeps selling the stuff. I don’t know
where it’s all going but it’s going. That.. you know, it’s the hottest...
•

.
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Q:

It takes less land.. .less land to grow in a greenhouse and they’re specialized crops and
---it’s not food, it’s plants so that if it’s during a down side of the economy, it’s food
and if it’s the up side of the economy it’s plants.

A:

That’s right. You’re right. And even today hothouse tomatoes coming out of Canada
and I was a hothouse tomato grower because of my father. My father grew them. I
had the expel.. .that was another thing I was called for. I was called to look at these
operations. I was called to look at the one the University of Connecticut was carrying
on. And that was carried out on a grant. It was a professor from the University of
Connecticut. I can’t remember his name. He was a nice guy too but as soon as I
walked in there and then asked me what my opinion was, I said, “Well, grant or no
grant,” I said, “this place can’t last.” He said, “Why?” I said, “Too much invested for
what you’re getting out of it.” Which at that time there was. This was a glass
greenhouse. This was I mean, he had highly, highly intensive, extensive equipment in
there to grow a ripe...ripe tomato. He wasn’t wrong. It was just that it cost too
much. Today you can do it.

Q:

What about the.. .what about the plastic? Now, John Bartok has worked with us and
they talked about recycling the plastic?

A:

Yeah, that’s something new that’s coming up. This recycling the plastic instead ofjust
the...

Q:

How long does the plastic last?

A:

Four years now. Yeah, now. I’ve got it on that one.

Q:

Okay.

A:

There’s a four... when it first came out it was only one year. But now they’ve
improved it to a point that it’s four year. My son-in-law’s got them on for four years
but you’d better take them off at the end of four years. I mean it looks perfectly okay
at the end of four years but you get a high wind in the wintertime and it just breaks,
that’s as much as it’ll stand.

Q:

And they recycle it by.. .by basically melting it back down...

A:

I have no idea what they do with it. What they’re trying to do is get it so that the
growers, instead of. .1 would think, yes. That’s what they would do. The growers
instead of throwing it away in the dumps and stuff where it’ll never rot. You know, if
you burn it you know, it’s not deadly but it gives off some awful smell and stuff. It
won’t flame, it just melts you know? So if you recycle it however they do it, whether
by some type of acid thing or...

Q:

And is there one place where most of this comes from?

2fl

A:

No.

Q:

It’s a pretty generic Irind of thing?

A:

Three or four. Yeah.

Q:

Is there anything else you’d like to add? We’re near the end of the tape.

A:

No, I which I had.. .1 wish I had been a little bit more specific. I.. .1.. .1 didn’t know
what you’re trying to get out of it.

Q:

No, that’s okay.

A:

You know, maybe I just.. .1 mean you can get all the other specific information. I
guess maybe you do want to get the.. .the background of the lives of the people who
were in this. Is that what you’re trying to do?

Q:

That’s right.

A:

Okay. Okay.

Q:

And you have.. .1 notice you have some things here you want to show me?

A:

Well, I wasn’t too sure. If you’re looking for just the lives I mean, even if the tape is
over, you know, you can ask me all the questions.. .you take like my daughters in our
family and the philosophy that we have just because we grew up on the land.

Q:

Well, I ask.. one other.. .there is one question. Why did you do it? Why? What is
there about...that you picked this kind of business to go back to rather than.. when you
said you wanted to come back to this.

A:

I tell you, I think it was a.. .1 think there’s God’s plan. I mean, you just have a love for
the land. Now people.. .1 was.. .but I don’t want you to put this down.. .just give you
and idea. The way Cheshire is going right? Now, other peopleI have had and being in
town government you know, on a Sunday morning you drink coffee with the you
know, with the Chairman of the Planning Commission and I mean, they’re the Zoning
Board of Appeals or you’re talking with the Town Manager and they.. you know, you
sit there on a Sunday Morning. These guys here just because of their (beliefs).. .the
way they think, right.

Q:

I want to thank you. I will turn this off.

The story about the radio tower being built on their hill also followed; the defense project in
the town during World War II.

