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News from our Executive Board 

Buongiorno Tutti, 
Benvenuti! [Welcome] to the Friends of Isola delle Femmine members newsletter, Il Notiziario, Volume 1, 
Issue 1.  This is the debut of our historical organization’s quarterly communique to our members.  A big 
thank you to Alex Grillo our editor, and contributors Vince Malfitano, Mary Coniglio, Sal Coniglio and 
Vincent Ferrante. 
We hope this will be both informative regarding the organization and also generally interesting.  The name 
is Il Notiziario, the Italian name for The Newsletter.  Some Italian and/or Sicilian words will pop up 
occasionally to give the Newsletter an Italian flavor but will include the English equivalent in brackets.   
A lot has happened since we became an organization.  It seems as though the world came to a standstill 
with the advent of the Corvid-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic.  Italy was hit the hardest mainly in the Milan 
region, but Isola delle Femmine was spared due to the quick response and leadership of Isola’s Sindaco 
[Mayor] Stefano Bologna.  The constant communication from Mayor Bologna to the citizens of Isola helped 
keep the virus to one single person. 
Your Executive Board is continuing to stay in contact with our family and friends in Isola delle Femmine 
and we will report the information via this newsletter and on our website. 
The main purpose of this newsletter is to keep our membership abreast of current events pertaining to Isola 
and her sister cities, with upcoming fund raisers and parties, trips, cultural events, historical and ancestral 
information, and let’s not forget our traditional Sicilian recipes from here and abroad.  Photos will fill the 
pages as well. 
To join our organization and to be informed via this Newsletter a Sustaining Charter Membership is NOW 
AVAILABLE UNTIL THE END OF THIS YEAR for only $60 a year per person - a $15 savings off the 
regular membership price.   
Please go to our website to check out all the benefits the FOI (Friends of Isola) membership has to offer.  
Its address is included in the header above or use the short form: www.friendsofisola.org. 

And please support all the sponsors that have helped our cause.  Without these sponsors we couldn’t exist. 
In the meantime, enjoy the newsletter. 
Buona salute a tutti voi [Good health to you all], 
Vince S.  Di Maggio, Co-founder & Chairman of the Board 
Frank B.  Bruno, Co-founder & President 
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What’s Happening 
by Frank Bruno & Mary Pappas-Coniglio 

Due the pandemic of the coronavirus, we have been forced to postpone our “That’s Italian” event 
planned for the Columbo Club in Oakland.  As indicted by the announcement at the right, we have 
reserved a new date of October 3 this fall, but as we all are learning, our reaction to this pandemic is 
still evolving and we may have to 
postpone the event further to the 
spring of 2021.  Our website will 
continue to show the very latest 
planning for the event.   

Sponsors for this event and other 
FOI work have their logos included 
on the last page of Il Notiziaro.   
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News from Isola  
This letter was sent to Sindaco [mayor] Stefano Bologna of Isola delle Femmine from our Board of 
Directors.  It was very well received by Sindaco Bologna, who plans to publish it in the local newspaper.  
The letter was translated into Italian by Alex Grillo. 
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Here is the letter as written in English. 
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I Ricordi d’Isola [Memories of Isola] 
by Sal Coniglio 

For at least the past 100 years, our homes in the United States have included many amenities that we take 
for granted like indoor plumbing with potable water.  That was not the case when I grew up in Isola delle 
Femmine.  The houses were small, often including three generations, possibly 
four, with drinkable water only available at a few public fountains.  I emigrated 
to the U.S.  in 1964 at the age of 18.   
In 1981, I took my family for a visit to Isola, my first return there since 1964.  
Staying with my brother in his two and a half bedroom house that normally 
accommodates himself, his wife, and three children, we added myself, my 
wife, three sons and my mother-in-law, 11 of us in total.  Even in that year, 
there was running water in the house that could be used for cleaning, but water 
for drinking and cooking required a walk every morning with containers to the 
nearest public water fountain in the city such as the one pictured at right.  
Those fountains provided clear, pure water from the mountains.  My wife said 
of our vacation, “It was a trip back in time.”  

The picture at left shows one of the main 
fountains located across from the church in 
the city center in 1935 and includes G.E.  
Seeno to the right of the fountain while on a 
visit from Pittsburg, CA.  The locations of 
these fountains were very important for the 
citizens due to their importance for everyday 
services.  The removal of that same main 
fountain to make room for a wider street in 
1960 created protests from the populous and 
is still remembered with dismay to this day.   
 

 
The picture at the lower right shows that some fountain without 
the people standing around it for a better view of the fountain itself. 
Today, all the homes in Isola have purified running water, good 
for drinking and cooking.  A few small picturesque fountains 
remain and still offer sweet clear fresh water.   
FOI thanks Orazio Sansonini for providing all three of these 
pictures. 
This section of Il Notiziario will be devoted to similar descriptions of earlier life in Isola delle Femmine. 
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A Bit of History that Is Ours 
by Vince Ferrante Jr. 

Our Isola Beginnings 
Based on historical records in the Pittsburg Historical Society museum, the men who are credited with being the 
first from Isola delle Femmine to settle in Black Diamond (present day Pittsburg) were Pietro and Rosario Aiello.  
The brothers first emigrated to New Orleans about 1868 and found work in the oyster beds.  During this period 
Sicily was experiencing turmoil during the Great Unification.  It is also noteworthy to mention that in 1868 
Louisiana was readmitted into the Union after the Civil War.  At that early time, the Louisiana Bureau of 
Immigration was advertising for workers in Sicily to fulfill their labor needs.  The Aiello brothers made their 
way aboard a freighter with a cargo of lemons bound for New Orleans.  Sicilians would play a vital role in the 
development of New Orleans.  Pietro and Rosario worked in the local oyster beds until a Yellow Fever epidemic 
broke out in 1870.  Local archives indicate they became alarmed and left, making their way to Astoria, Oregon 
where the salmon run had begun in October on the Columbia River.   

After a short period of time, the brothers became very successful fishermen there.  Their next stop was San 
Francisco.  It was there where the brothers learned of the fertile fishing grounds of the Sacramento Delta and of 
a fishing village that was developing at New York Landing in what would become the town of Black Diamond.  
So, they boarded a train bound for Black Diamond.  As it approached, the train slowed down allowing the 
brothers to literally “jump off” to their new destination.  Such was life back in the “old days”.  We know that 
Southern Pacific built their railroad line through Black Diamond in 1878.  There likely was no stop established 
for some time in the still developing Black Diamond requiring their jump off the train.  Perhaps, then, the Aiellos 
arrived at or shortly after 1878.  Black Diamond was the name of the predominant company of the coal mining 
industry that was in full swing in the local foothills. 

After establishing himself, as was the custom, Pietro returned to Isola delle Femmine to prepare his family to 
accompany him to Black Diamond.  While in Isola he again made a concerted effort to notify his fellow villagers 
of the great opportunities that lie ahead in the fishing industry on the Sacramento Delta in a small village known 
as Black Diamond.  This was to augment the letters he had been sending home while in California.  His 
descriptions would sound very appealing during a time of economic difficulties for Sicilians, especially for the 
local villagers of Isola.   

As we consult the 1882 History of Contra Costa County we learn that at that time there were 10 canneries along 
the banks of the Suisun Bay and Sacramento Delta.  We also know that, during the decade of the 1880s, census 
records indicate a large influx of Southern Italians, chiefly from Isola delle Femmine, that made their way to 
present day Pittsburg.  By 1903 the village of Black Diamond conducted a census that was filed with Contra 
Costa County Clerk’s Office for proposed incorporation.  The data indicated that of the little more than 1100 
persons that were counted approximately 85% were of Sicilian/Italian surnames.  Clearly the message from 
Pietro Aiello was well received by his fellow paisanos who heeded the call and changed the landscape of Black 
Diamond and beyond…Next, our Isolani beginnings in Martinez and Monterey. 
 
1. “Fishing gave a boost to Pittsburg economy”, Pittsburg Post-Dispatch, ~1925. 
2. Pittsburg Historical Museum archive, Pittsburg, CA. 
3. Munro-Fraser, Ed., History of Contra Cost County, California, J.P. W.A.  Slocum & Co., San Francisco, 1882. 
4. R.A.  Chavez, A City By Any Other Name...  A History of Pittsburg, California, self-published, 2005. 
5.  “Italians in New Orleans”, Wikipedia the Free Encyclopedia, Retrieved 31 May 2020. 
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Mangia Bene Tutti [Eat Well Everyone] 
by Mary Pappas-Coniglio “Mary’s Village Style” (follow me on Facebook) 

This section each quarter will acquaint you with a traditional family recipe to complement your life.  
Cooking Class videos can be found on my Facebook page requiring no special equipment or fancy culinary 
techniques, just simple Old World family cooking skills.   
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Present Sustaining Charter Members of Friends of Isola delle Femmine, Inc. 
Mike Inzerillo Bert & Bella Cutino* Monica & Salvatore M. Coniglio 
Marina Faconti Mary Lucido Vincent & Midge DiMaggio* 
Linda Haynes Joseph Virga Debbie DiMaggio-Beta 
Cyril Bonanno Ken Molinaro* Vincent & Roselyn Malfitano* 
Vince Ferrante Jr. Phyliss Grillo Mary Pappas Coniglio & Sal Coniglio 
Charles Enea Jeanette Cataldo Cynthia & Pete Cardinale 
Prudy DeMonner Paul & Joanie Orlando Joseph & Caterina Ferrante 
Paula Wherity Russell Belleci John Lineweaver* 
Tim Sbranti JoAnna & Dave DiSibio Mike & Jan Fernandes* 
Michael Orlando* Frank & Robin Bruno* Albert & Sandy Seeno* 
John Buffo Rosemarie LaFrancesca  Jimmy & Patrice Shipe Sr. 
Alex & Jean Grillo Vince & Kathleen Culcasi Nicole Impagliazzo* 
Vincent Ferrante Sr. Joseph J Coniglio Leandra Ramm Coniglio* 
Grace Ann Verduzco Jim Coniglio* Virginia & Keith Simonian* 
   

Ambassadors  
include the following plus those members listed above with an “*”: 
Wolfgang Croskey   Nicky D (DePaola)   Lisa Dondero 
Josie Esposito    Lou Esposito II      

more to be published in future issues 
 
2020-2021 Sponsors 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 


