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For the past 6 years I have had the privilege of conducting a history and storytelling tour 
“Growing Up on The Southside 1957 – 1970” during the annual Little Falls Canal Celebration 
held the first full week of August during the “dog days” of summer heat and humidity.  For this 
reason and for the fact that this walking tour covers 3.5 to 4.5 miles of moderate to vigorous 
physical activity including unpaved dirt paths, uneven surfaces, climbing up and down open stair 
gratings at heights, it has also been called the “The Southside Death March.” 

It is important to understand how and why this tour started to have a better understanding of the 
reasons the “Southside” of Little Falls, NY has such a very special and perhaps unique place in 
the hearts of each and all have who had the privilege of growing up there during the “baby 
boomers” period, and those who followed, up until perhaps the late 1970s, when it’s aura and 
special ethnic qualities faded away. 

When I went away from Little Falls to go to school and start a career, I made new friends and in 
developing these friendships and sharing stories of our childhood and hometowns, I was 
surprised to discover that many of my new friends found my stories of growing up on the 
Southside of Little Falls fascinating, and were interested in hearing more stories, and suggested 
I do a walking tour. Even more surprising was when I started talking about and discussing this 
idea with my Little Falls “North Side” friends they were fully supportive and admitted they also 
were interested as they could never quite understand why “Southsiders” shared this special 
bond, brotherhood, and pride.  

The heart of the Southside can be summed up in a few words, family, friends, work, and 
tradition.   

On the Southside “family” was not limited to blood relatives, but consisted of a much broader 
definition that included ethnic roots, neighbor proximity, social relationships, and in the broadest 
context a shared “community.”  It was a different time before “political correctness” when adults 
did not hesitate to look out for all children, besides their own, and made sure you were safe, but 
also stepped in if you got out of line or were caught doing something that was wrong. A song 
during this time had a line that said “the night has a thousand eyes,” well as kids growing up we 
soon realized that this was true 24/7 for us. We made great efforts to find places to get away, 
out of sight, be unseen, and do whatever crazy thing we could think of and challenge each other 
to top it.  My Southside friends included names such as Eysamen, Izzo, Verri, Gerdin, Franchi, 
Lawrence, Lamanna, Barone, Green, Ciano, George, and Bucenec.  

The value and ethic of “work” was instilled upon each and all of us by our families at a very early 
age, for almost everyone on the Southside at this time was from a blue collar second generation 
immigrant family. Our ancestry included Italian, Slovenian, Slovak, Polish, German and a few 
others. Thus our parents as children, and our grandparents had survived the depression, then 
WWII, experiences they never forgot, and although unspoken, drove them to ensure we worked 
hard both at home and in school. As children we all had chores and jobs we had to do to earn 
an allowance, and some of us were fortunate to have jobs passed along to us that may have 
been in our families going back to when our parents were children. These included jobs such as 
paper routes, mowing lawns, shoveling snow, tending gardens, doing errands, and as we got 
older summer or after school jobs working in the various local stores, farms and factories.  For 
me being one of 3 or 4 Southside Little Falls Evening Times newspaper boys was a very special 
experience that taught me many life lessons which I never forgot and helped prepare me for 
success when  I left LF for college and a career. At the time I had my paper route from about 



1962 until 1966 it was the largest on the Southside with over 100 customers. The route 
stretched from the end of the Flint Ave Extension, Southern Ave, West and East Jefferson 
Street, Casler Street, Railroad Street and ended at the end of Danube Street.  One of the fringe 
benefits of being a paperboy was that some of the local ethnic store owners would let you “run a 
tab” weekly so you could buy soda, potato chips, candy, ice cream, etc. on credit and pay up 
each Friday after you collected from your customers. As a paperboy you meet with all types of 
people, the vast majority of those on the Southside were decent, generous and kind hard 
working families.  Although most were working pay check to pay check at very hard and 
demanding physical labor jobs in the local factories such as Allegro, HP Snyder, Burroughs 
Paper Mill, Cheery Burrows, etc. almost all were generous in how they treated us who worked 
for them in one way or another.  Out of over 100 customers only one, a local Slovak bar owner 
was less than generous, as he paid me each week from his cash register the 40 cents in 
pennies, and deducted 8 cents for any paper not delivered on holidays, including Christmas! 
Right across the street from his bar was a typical very kind elderly Slovenian women who during 
the winters on the very coldest and blustery wind driven snowy days would stand inside by her 
door waiting for me to deliver her paper and upon my approach across her porch would open 
the door and insist I come inside.  Waiting for me would be hot chocolate and fresh baked warm 
strudel or other ethnic baked goods! Tips were not always in cash but sometimes in other items 
such as fresh fruit, home baked goods, candy, garden vegetables and perhaps an item you had 
expressed an interest in such as a comic book, magazine or a pocket treasure that their grown 
up sons left behind such as a pocket knife, slingshot, or a toy. My paper route included 4 of the 
9 Southside bars (Mickelitz, Sokol Hall, National Grill, Slovenian Home), excluding the bars 
across the Barge Canal and Mohawk River (Roman Grill, Lock Tavern, Kays, unknown, Henrys) 

Toward the end of the school year each of us began looking for summer jobs by making the 
rounds of all the local LF businesses filling out applications and walking to surrounding farms, 
and if not successful sometimes going door to door to offer our services, or collecting bottles for 
deposit, and newspapers, metal, cloth, etc. which we took to the two local salvage yards, the 
Red Barn, or the Flint Ave extension junk yard, where we got pennies per pound.  We also 
made the trek up to the North Side where the Unemployment Office was located where we 
might inquire if there was any day work available or if a mover or trucker had come in to town 
and was looking for some strong backs to help him unload.  Summer farm work bailing hay, or 
picking strawberries or other vegetables under the hot sun was back breaking work at usually 
less than minimum wages, but it did provide a great incentive for young impressionable 
teenagers to stay in school and get good grades in hopes of going to college and graduating to 
get a good paying job. 

Growing up on the Southside during the period of 1957 until 1970 you made friends for life. You 
spent all your time together at Jefferson Street school for nine months each year, and the rest of 
the time hanging out and playing the various games and activities described in the other 
Southside articles addressing the 50’s era before me and the 70’s era after me. We were always 
outdoors playing sports, games, hanging out, and looking for adventure. There were a few 
organized activities such as Cub Scouts and Boy Scouts, and sports such as Pop Warner 
football, and Minor League and Little League baseball where we started to meet Northsiders. 
Whenever we crossed over the railroad tracks to go to the Northside we almost always went in 
a group of Southsiders. One of the most popular Northside events Southsiders frequented each 
summer was the free daytime movies at the Rialto Theater sponsored by the Main Street 
merchants. As most Southsiders could only get one TV station, WKTV from Utica, movies were 
a special treat and with a free movie each week during the summer we all made the most of it. 
My generation of the 60’s has often been referred to as the age of “Sex, drugs and rock and 
roll.”  That certainly is true, but more in the order of rock and roll, sex, and drugs, with the last 
two being minimal for most of us until college. Music is another big part of the Southside culture. 
Many of our families, especially our grandparents and parents, were musically talented, or had 



shared a great appreciation and love for music and singing, although our “60s music” for the 
most part drew their ire and condemnation. Not only did our grandparents sing and love music, 
many often made their own instruments or saved pennies to buy one, and often formed ethnic 
bands to perform and play their music at various events and gatherings for holidays, weddings, 
anniversaries, birthdays, parades, etc.  The two I remember most were the Columbus Day 
celebration for the Italians, and the Band from the Slovenian Home. As a paper boy, especially 
during the summer when the windows were open, you would hear the music coming from each 
house being played on record players, being practiced on instruments, or occasionally on the 
radio, as ethnic music stations were few and only at night when for some reason high power 
stations (greater than 50000 watts) from big cities such as Chicago, New York and Philadelphia 
could be heard.  My generation was also the first for “transistor radios” which changed all of this 
for us, especially when they became affordable and portable. Summer nights during these years 
were spent hanging out in Columbus Park across from Angie’s Store on West Jefferson Street 
where all the teenagers listened to the latest rock and roll music and practiced dancing to 
Motown hits, the British Invasion (Beatles, Rolling Stones, Herman’s Hermits, Bee Gees, etc.) 
and California music including the Beach Boys, Jan and Dean, the Safaris, the Loving Spoonful, 
etc.  This was when the latest dance craze had a name such as the Twist, the Watutsi, the 
Locomotion, the Wooly Bully, etc.  Martha and the Vandellas had a hit “Dancing in the Streets” 
and that was exactly what we were doing!  For many of us this “rock and roll” along with the 
dancing, and long hair became the departure point from our parents and from “tradition.” 

Tradition is defined as what is handed down culturally and ethnically from generation to 
generation that influences our behavior at present and in the future.  Our parents, as discussed 
earlier, were survivors of the depression and WWII and raised us with strong values concerning 
respect, work, religion, education, family and demonstrated pride in their country of origin, and 
especially their newly adopted home of the United States. Many Southside families, of all 
ethnicities, had risked their lives, and a few were lost, in defending our country during WWII, the 
Korean War, and now the Vietnam War. Our parents viewed our behavior, music, dress and our 
questioning attitude about everything around us (especially adults, parents and anyone of 
authority) as “unacceptable” and a rebellion against “tradition” and the values they held firmly 
and had raised us by. One tradition that each and all of the various ethnic groups on the 
Southside shared was a love of good food and homemade cooking. Every family had a garden 
and a local store where they could buy the meats and other special items or seasonings to 
make their favorite dishes using the recipes they brought with them from the “old country!” 
Family dinners, especially on Sunday was one meal that no one ever missed because the food 
was absolutely delicious, there was plenty of it, and the conversation was always fascinating 
and sometimes heated. During the week when all us kids were playing together was often a 
time when we would eat dinner at each other’s house and sometimes where we got to try an 
ethnic dish not usually prepared or served at our homes. These traditions are still remembered 
and carried on in Little Falls every three years when a “Southside Reunion” is held on a 
Saturday in September where hundreds of old friends return to enjoy the food, the company of 
lifelong friends and family, and tell tales such as these with laughter and priceless memories of 
days long gone bye.


