The Autobiography of Gilbert Martello, Sr. 
Written in 1955 at the age of 46 

It was a cold wintry night on the 2nd day of January in the year 1909 when Dr. Aldrich stopped his horse drawn buggy in front of #1 Martell Street in Ashtabula, Ohio. Throwing a woolen blanket over his shivering horse, Dr. Aldrich clutching his black physician’s black bag strode through the waist-deep snow to the front door of the downstairs apartment of the two family house. He had been summoned by a frantic and anxious messenger friend of the family one Salvatore Parmigiano who it is said ran clear to the Harbor to summon the doctor. He and his friend and “compare” Nicola Martello were enjoying a glass of wine when Fidalma, Nicola’s wife, calmly informed her husband that her time had come. 

Nicola Martello, now a 10-year resident of the United States, who was 16 when he arrived here from Isernia, Italy did not believe in mid-wives as was the neighborhood custom. He had operated a saloon near St. James Hospital in Newark, New Jersey, and he was already familiar with the modern methods of the family doctor. 

It was on this bleak and cold January night, that Nicola’s third child, Gilbert, chose to make his entry into the world. George 4 and Palmena 2 were sound asleep as Dr. Aldrich went about the task of relieving Fidalma of the pains and sufferings of childbirth. 

Gilbert, called “Blinky” by his playmates because of a ptosis in his left eye had an adventurous childhood. Since his family was poor but proud coming from mountainous peasant stock of old Italy, he learned early the handicaps and struggles the foreign-born had to endure in order to make a decent living in this country. The neighborhood knew it too and because of this it was known as Italian-town or Dago-Town. 

Young Gil’s friends and playmates were Nickie and “Scam” Santill, “Musso” and “Rip” Decola, cousins Tony, John and “Blackie” Martello, “Chic-a-wee” Demarco, Jay Alberts, “Biggie” Izzie, “Bob” DebBinco”, “Sausage” Solembrino, “Big” and “Little” “Cheesy” Estok, “Frenchy” Collichio and Gil’s brother George who was called “Zip” by the gang. This was a rough bunch. You had to be tough to be a member of the “gang”. (Why none of them ever ended up in the penitentiary will forever remain a mystery. Some of them did some time, however, in the Boys Industrial School in Lancaster, Ohio.) This group could never complete more than three innings of a baseball game. Someone was bound to start a fight and it was usually either Nick Santill or his brother Scam. A farmer or fruit peddler, his wagon loaded with choice fruit or melons avoided them like the bubonic plague. They could sweep down upon an unsuspecting peddler like a group of hungry locusts and clean out his wagon before he knew what hit him. 

George and his brother George had to fend for themselves early in life. Gil was only 6 and George 10 when they sold papers at the Harbor. These were pre-prohibition days and Ashtabula Harbor was then known as the “Toughest Port” on the Great Lakes. The Harbor was full of saloons and Gil and George sold the Cleveland News and the Cleveland Plain Dealer to the saloons patrons. They bought papers from Mr. Christensen, a Harbor confectioner for 1 cent per copy and sometimes got as much as a quarter from some of the news-starved sailors. All of their earnings went into the family coffers. “Paw” sometimes would give the boys a nickel on Sundays so that they could go to one of the Harbor movie houses, the C-It, the Star or the Lyric. At the Lyric they could see, “The Adventures of Eddie Polo” and what a kick they got out of that! 

School came easy for young Gil. He had a terrific love for Reading and History. He remembers best his third grade teacher Miss Buzzell. She was one of those rare teachers who loved every one of her pupils. He also remembers a Miss Zehner; a wonderful person who drilled Gilbert with infinite patience until he finally made an “A” in Algebra. To Miss MacManus he owes a deep debt of gratitude for it was she who opened Gil’s eyes to the mysteries of nature and the wonders of Science. His favorite high school teachers were Mrs. Hubbard, Mr. Bloomfield, Miss Arnold, Miss Jamison and Mr. Miester. 

In High School his school chums were Mike Corbissero and Bob DeBinco. What a trio those boys made. Bosom pals they were, everywhere on the athletic field, in the gymnasium or in the corridors of Ashtabula High School; you could spot them always together. Several other life-long friends were made at good old A.H.S. Among them were Tony Zalimeni, Leo Acierno, Fred Crudele, Art Massucci, Nick and Mike Paulchel and Guy Parmigian. 

Tragedy struck early in Gil Martello’s life. His mother, Fidalma, died of blood poisoning when Gil was but 4 years old. His sister Palmena died at the age of 15. That was in 1922. The irony of this is both diseases occurring today would have been easy cures. His Brother George died of ureic poisoning at the age of 49 in January of ’55. 

When Gil’s mother died leaving 4 children, George 8, Palmena 6, Gilbert 4, and Velma 9 months, his father placed them in the Ashtabula County Children’s Home and journeyed back to Italy to woo and wed Adolorata DiDonato, age 18. He returned home after a 9 month sojourn in sunny Italy with his bride and he released the children from the Home to take up residence at No. 1 Martell Street again. Poor Adolorata, a bride of 18, and already with a family of 4 antagonistic stepchildren. 

Gilbert remembers one incident at the home. One day he was placed in the “chicken Coop”, a dark ventilator shaft, for being especially trying on the Home staff. This episode left him with a slight case of claustrophobia which has been with him even to this day. 

Upon graduating from Ashtabula High School with high honor at the age of 16, Gilbert donned overalls and went to work at the Frank Luce Greenhouse to help support the ever growing Martello family. Sam, Sue, Nick, Tony, John, Joe and Dolores coming at 2 year intervals. 

Making $18.00 per week for a 9½ hr. day, pitching mushroom house filler, planting vegetables and doing general garden chores six days a week, young Gil lasted just about 15 months at this back-breaking work. He only weighed 115 lbs. At the time. He had spent previous summers at the Tannery, (Ashtabula Hide and Leather) stripping tacks out of hides to help pay for his High School education and to help bear the family’s financial burdens. 

At the end of the summer of 1927 and upon completion of his work at the Greenhouse, where Dallas Luce was his employer, Young Gil now 17 went to his father to ask his advice on the possibility of attending college. Mr. Nicola Martello himself, a self-educated man who did not have benefit of a formal education and yet was able to master several foreign tongues, strongly advised his son, Gilbert or “Alberto” as he affectionately called him, to go ahead. However, because of his large family, he would not be able to render him any financial aid. This was a momentous decision for him in view of the fact that at the time the $18.00 per week earnings of his son was a big help towards the family expenses. Thereupon young Gilbert, age 17, with $60 in his pocket, a cheap suitcase half-filled with his meager belongings, one sweater and one suit of clothes which he wore on his back, boarded a train for Columbus Ohio and The Ohio State University. 

The $60 lasted about 3 weeks at Ohio State. Gil scrubbed floors, cleaned wall paper, trimmed bushes, mowed lawns at 25 cents per hour and with $25 per month provided by his brother George, (Bless his resting soul,) Gil was able to complete his Freshman year college on the staggering total of $277 plus a few quarters picked up on various and sundry occupations. It might be noted here, that his brother George’s $25 came the hard way. He tacked heavy wet hides at the tannery for about $35 per week. During the depression years he worked for $15 per week. 

Thanks to the encouragement of Pete Rasmus, John Toppari, Lauri Rautio and Bill Orqvist whose constant friendship at Ohio State made Gil’s first year’s struggle a lot easier for the neophyte freshman. Pete Rasmus is a construction engineer on the West Coast now; John Toppari is a chemical engineer for the Resistor Corporation in Erie, Pa., Lauri Rautio is an Executive Vice-President for Ashland Steel in Kentucky and Bill Orqvist is a successful dentist at the Harbor. 

At Ohio State, Gilbert made his mark and many friends. Although his funds were still low for the struggling sophomore, he got a tremendous break when Mike Chambers, athletic trainer at Ohio State took an interest in the youngster and put him on his training staff. There young “Marty” as he was called in college, became friendly with such athletic greats as Wes Fesler, the All-American end, who now owns a radio station in Wisconsin, Dick Larkins, a great football player who is the present athletic Director at Ohio State, “Stu” Holcomb another football great who is the present athletic director at Northwestern University and scores of other athletes. Perhaps it was the influence of these outstanding athletes that “Marty” felt the urge and call to become a teacher of physical education. He enrolled in the College of Education and pursued his studies with such intensity that he graduated in 1931 at the head of his class. 

In 1931, the nation was in the throes of one of its major crisis; the depression was in full swing. Jobs could not be found anywhere. Young Gil traveled and hitch-hiked all over the State of Ohio looking for a teaching job. None could be had; “Marty” joined the army of the unemployed. 

In the summer of 1931, he spent a long session with his home town superintendent, M.S. Mitchell who advised him to go back to school for a Master’s Degree. This advice proved most sound because it served two purposes. First, it provided an opportunity for young Martello to meet his first and only love, a young lady by the name of Theresa Bennett. Theresa was a family friend of Gil’s landlady, Mrs. Tony Aquila, wife of the Ohio Stadium groundskeeper. Pasqualina as she was called, had taken Gilbert into their home and treated him as one of her 4 children; Chic who was named after Chic Harley, Ohio State’s football immortal, Navy, Tom and Edith. Four fine children who came to regard Gil as an older brother and to this day is affectionately remembered by them. One of his saddest experiences of his college days was to note the passing of Pasqualina one day in January of 1932. Maybe it was not so sad because at that Funeral, he became aware of the loveliness of one Theresa Bennett, friend of the Aquila family. This meeting was the fore runner of romance which really blossomed in the next year. 

Meanwhile, “Marty” was selected to act as the faculty trainer at the training quarters in the new gymnasium and natatorium at Ohio State. This was a well-paying job and afforded him with an opportunity to meet some of the University’s top professors and business executives. To this day he is a welcomed visitor at O.S.U. His master’s thesis, “A classification of Games according to their Common Elements” was the first master’s ever granted at Ohio State in physical Education. 

M.S. Mitchell’s advice also proved sound on another score. Gil was able to obtain his Master’s Degree and upon completion of it, Mr. Mitchell had a teaching job open for him. Thus in September 1932, 24 years ago, Gilbert had obtained work as a teacher in the old “Big School” on Columbus Avenue just a stone’s throw from his home on Martell Street now renamed East 13th Street. 

In 1933 tragedy hit the Martello home again. Nicola Martello, age 55, suffering from a strange malady known as cirrhosis of the liver, died on July 19. He left a family of 10 children and his widow, Adolorato. Young Gil now 23, continued as a classroom teacher for the remainder of that year and contributed as much as he could to the support of the family. Although his work was in Ashtabula, his thoughts were in Columbus. He remembers some very heavy mail that traveled between 912 E. 13th Street and 245 West Frambes in Columbus. He hasn’t forgotten the chuckles, Mr. Johnson, the mailman, used to have when he delivered a thick envelope from 245 West Frambes. 

On June 16, 1934, Gil Martello married his Columbus sweetheart, Theresa Bennett. They were wed by Father Petrarca at St. John’s Church and his life long friend, Bob DeBinco acted as his best man. Velma, his sister served Theresa as her maid of honor. 

Now began a long and varied career for the young school teacher. It has been marked by devoted service to his family, his school and to his community. 

He joined the Sons of Italy in Ashtabula and in a short while was elevated to State office in that organization. He served two terms as State Trustee in the years ’43 to ’47. In 1947 he became state secretary and still holds that important position in the organization. He became president of the Young Men’s Social Club in 1935 and then served as financial secretary for another 10 years. He directed many campaigns for the betterment of Ashtabula. He served his district as chairman of the Community and Red Cross Drives for many years. 

He took a most active part in the organization and work of the East Ashtabula Civic Club. 

He helped collect a sizable sum for the flooded victims of Northern Italy and helped in many other charitable campaigns. He took a most active part in the Columbus Avenue Parent Teachers organization and served as its president for two years. One of his most noteworthy achievements was the assistance he gave to the construction and development of the present Massucci Memorial Park. It is said that one summer, Gil spent over 1,000 hours of hard work on the field. His fund raising projects greatly enhanced the success this field has achieved for the youth of Ashtabula. He also served on the Board of Directors of the East Ashtabula Sports Club, the sponsor of Massucci Memorial Park. 

He has served his church Mt. Carmel in many of its activities and was one of its Councilmen for four years. He was an officer of the K of C and is a devout Catholic. 

Perhaps his greatest accomplishment has been the service he has rendered to his community as both teacher and principal of the Columbus School for the past 24 years. He marvels at the fact that he has helped mold the character of hundreds of boys and girls who have come under his influence in that capacity. 

He is proud of the accomplishments of his outstanding students like George Viscounty, the Varckette boys Francis and Ronnie, Gerald Candela, Jerry Candela, Joe Martello, the Cellitti boys Eugene and Joe, and countless others. 

While all this has been going on, the Lord blessed the union of Theresa and Gil with 3 fine children, Sandra now 20 and a Senior in Education at Ohio State, Gilbert Jr., Sophomore at Ohio State in Commerce and Nick, age 10 a 6th Grader at the Washington School. The children have marvelous school records and the father is quite proud of their accomplishments. 

He has been a past director of the Kiwanis Club and as member of that worthwhile Service Club has taken an active interest in all of its work. 

During World War II, although he was not called for service, he did his part in Civil Defense and in the defense of the country by working on the Railroad and the Shipyard. He credits most to the following people for their influence in making him what he is today. 

1. Sheldon Morgan whose patience and understanding did much to make Gil Martello a successful teacher and principal. 

2. His late Brother George, who has been friend, counselor and who has been steadfast in all their troubled years. 

3. The late Father J.J. Davidson, the spiritual leader of our community who did much to make Gil a faithful Catholic. 

4. The late Louis Massucci, a life-long friend. It was through the collaboration with this gentleman that so much could be done for the athletic progress of the children of our community. 

5. His wife Theresa who’s devotion and love have been a constant inspiration over the past 22 years. 

It can be said of Gil Martello that he has always found time to render service to his fellow-man. At his school, every youngster has found him to be fair and impartial. No child has ever been denied a conference with his principal. Every student progress is watched with the care of a devoted father. He always has a kind word, a gentle pat on the head for everyone of his “kids”. 

Maybe it was a good thing for Ashtabula in general and East Ashtabula in particular that old Dr. Aldrich did not fail in his task on that cold January night 47 years ago. 

