A History of
the Prince

Thomas of

Savoy Society
The Prince Thomas of Savoy Society was officially founded in March 1917. There were 50
founding fathers, all of which emigrated from northern Italy shortly after the turn of the
century. Why did they immigrate to Avon?
There is no record that any Italian resided in the town of Avon prior to 1892. Most of the

Avon residents at that time were of German, French, Swedish, Danish, Irish, or Russian
descent and many were employed by the Ensign-Bickford Company of Avon. On September 15,
1905, a terrible disaster occurred at the Ensign-Bickford factory in Avon. Ensign-Bickford
was, and is still, a manufacturer of high-explosive products for the construction industries and

for the military. The accident caused the death of several employees and serious injury to
many more. As a result of the disaster, most of the employees refused to return to work because

of the unsafe conditions. The company was faced with a drastic shortage of labor and,
therefore, agents were sent to Ellis Island to recruit immigrants in order to restore the labor
force at E-B. Italians, desperately seeking work and a new way of life, immigrated to Avon in

droves. As an inducement, E-B launched a program to build new homes for the immigrants in
the community. They were offered a decent-paying job and a new home for very little rent.

Because of the opportunities that became available in the community, the influx of Italians
increased dramatically with each passing year.

As time went on, many Italians found employment on the tobacco farms in the Connecticut

River Valley region. Gradually, these new immigrants established themselves in the building
industries, such as stone masonry, carpentry, and other building trades and artisan crafts.

Because these new Italians were a minority amongst the non-Italian townspeople, they felt a
need to organize and become an active voice in the community. They formed a society

intended to bring local Italians together as a group and to assist one another in times of
need…a brotherhood, so to speak.
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As the year 1916 came to a close, several of the newly established Italians had been meeting

informally in the basement of Giuseppe Bonesio's home at 20 Old Farms Road. At one of
these meetings it was decided to formalize the newly established organization. Luigi Rotondo
recalls a conversation between he and Frank Bonesio (the last remaining founder). Luigi

learned that Francesco Paola had suggested that they start a club. In response, Francesco
tossed a 5-dollar bill onto the table. Frank's father followed with another 5-dollar bill, then
another by his brother, Peter, and a fourth by Frank himself. At that moment, the Prince
Thomas of Savoy Society was conceived.

Subsequently, on the last Sunday of December 1916, the 50 founders met to discuss the
organization's purpose and how it would be governed. It was decided that Prince Thomas

would be a mutual aid society for individuals of Italian descent between the ages of 18 and 50,

residing in the towns of Avon, West Avon, Farmington, Simsbury, Canton, or Collinsville. In
early 1917, the first set of bylaws was drafted, and the Society's constitution was drawn. The

constitution was approved and ratified by the State of Connecticut on March 11, 1917, at
which time the Society was officially named the Societa' Principe Tommaso di Savoia. And
the Society was born.

Regular meetings were held in the Bonesio home until the number of participating

members grew too large for the space available. At that time the Society occupied the second

floor of an elementary schoolhouse across the street from the Bonesio home. The floor was too

weak to support the growing gatherings, and on October 10, 1919, after the Towpath School
was built, the Society moved to the ground floor under a new organizational name... The

Italian Cooperative Society. Besides serving as a meeting place, it was a grocery store,
cooperatively owned by the Society to help fellow Italians in buying Italian products. When

the road over Avon Mountain was improved to allow trucks to more easily access the town's
main businesses, the Italian Cooperative Society was disbanded.
Again, the Society outgrew its limited space. A quarter-acre plot located at 32 Old Farms
Road was purchased from Alfonso Lignelli. The plot was purchased to build a permanent
meeting place for the Society. The building is a combined effort of all the members... labor and

materials. Each member was required to work a certain number of hours each week until the
building was completed. Sometime in 1932 the building was officially dedicated, and a dinner
was held to celebrate the occasion with town officials present as guests.

On April 9, 1938, the Society acquired additional adjacent land from Onesta and Michele

Consolini in order to provide parking space for those members who owned automobiles. On
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September 11, 1958, the Society purchased the remaining Consolini property, including a
residential structure, which is now a source of rental income for the Club. This site is the
bustling center of Italian-American activities even to this day.
In 1952, the wives of the members joined together to assist the Society in its periodic functions.
They formed the Society's Women's Auxiliary.

The Auxiliary has been extremely

instrumental in providing support without which the Club would not have grown to the
institution that it has become in the years since its founding.

No one is certain at this point about the naming of the Club. There are several theories as to
the reasons for calling the Society the Prince Thomas of Savoy Society, but they are only

theories. Research continues on this matter but, to date, because all of the original founders
have passed on, very little information is available. The origin of the naming of the Society

was apparently not passed on to subsequent generations, for even our "old-timers" have been
unable to offer much information in this regard.
Old group photographs of the members indicate that the Society had designed an official flag

for the organization. The flag has vertical bars of green, white, and red with a crest and crown
embossed on the white bar. The crest and crown were the symbol of The House of Savoy in
Italy, a ruling family. The flag has been lost over the years. Though the Club has put any

plans for reinstating the flag on the back burner, several of the members are still
contemplating new designs, which will hopefully be approved by a majority of the members.

For many years, membership in the Society was restricted to Italians, and only those Italians

from the northern provinces... from the Tirol south to Abruzzi. No others were welcomed. To
this day, even though this restriction has been lifted, there are only a very few members whose
ancestry is from the southern provinces. In 1997, the

Society bylaws were revised to allow a specified number of non-Italians to join the Society as
Associate members.

Today, the Club enjoys a prominent position in the community. Businesses in the local area
sponsor some of the Society's functions. The Society is represented at the annual Avon Day

festivities. Scholarships are awarded by the Society to qualified high school seniors who intend

to enter college or are already enrolled in a college curriculum as does the Auxiliary.
Donations are also made to socially worthy causes, such as the Disaster Relief charities formed
after the September 11, 2001 tragedies in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania. The
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Club is also the Avon home of the Gildo Consolini Post 3272 of the Veterans of Foreign Wars
of the United States.

The Society is rich in culture. Italian tradition still can be strongly felt in the music, games,
and food, which are enjoyed by all who participate in the Club's functions. The Club's
membership continues to grow, which necessitates the on-going maintenance and expansion of

the Club's premises. Plans are currently being devised to accomplish even more over the next

several years. It goes without saying that, despite its various setbacks, the Club is moving
forward and promises to continue to be an influential entity in our community.

The original history of the Society was initially published in 1992 in commemoration of our

75th anniversary. It was edited and updated in 1998. Much has taken place since then, but
we must first return to the mid 1990s.

Because of the number of older members was dwindling, and because the original bylaws didn’t
allow for loosening of the membership restrictions, the Club began to suffer from internal self-

destruction, even to the point where the Club’s officer had little incentive to continue the Club’s

on-going development and growth. Obviously something was needed if the Club was to survive.
In August of 1995, the then president of the society informally resigned his position, leaving
the Club without a presiding officer.

A very capable Dan Roncaioli, a past president,

volunteered to act as president for the remainder of the year on the condition that a new

president be elected for 1996-97. Because f the deteriorating outlook of the Club’s future, there
were few members who were willing to become nominees for the board positions. In fact, only

one member was willing to take on the job as president. In December, 1995, Aldo Vernesoni
was voted on and sworn in for the 1996-97 term, with Marcello Brighenti as vice-president,

and Joe Brunoli as treasurer. After becoming established in his position, Aldo, along with
Marty and the Board, analyzed the problems that were preventing the Club from moving

forward and decided that a new set of bylaws was necessary. A bylaws committee was formed
and in 1997, the Assembly voted to accept them. The major revisions were to allow a quota of

non-Italians to become Associate members, and to eliminate any references to the mutual-aid
aspect of the Society since there was no longer a need.

Aldo also established the Club’s

Newsletter that is still going out to all the members. Recruiting of younger members was
strongly promoted along with a change in band selection for the monthly functions. New Cook
teams were added and a renewed respect was shown to the Women’s Auxiliary as they
continued to aid and support the Society. Plans for expansion of the Club to accommodate the

growing number of participants in our various functions were repeatedly opposed by the

membership… mostly by the older members who resisted change. However, the Club was
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beginning to revive itself and the Vernesoni/Brighenti board was voted on and sworn in for a

second term… 1998/99. Improvements continued to be made during this period. In the year
2000 Marty Brighenti continued the momentum as president and the Club received many

younger members into the fold. In 2003-04 John Delbone presided and further boosted the
Club’s revival. In 2005, Lew Benea became president and along with his vice-president, Tom

Pellegrini, has capably brought to fruition all the expansion and improvement hopes of his
predecessors. Both the upstairs ballroom, and bar and the downstairs lounge have undergone
wondrous changes. The landscaping, bocce courts, the adding of the horseshoe pits, and major

renovations to the rental property are now beautiful attractions to the premises. The
Memorial Brick walk and the Handicap ramp were Lew Benea’s vision. His devotion to the
Society, along with that of his board and member Jack Zeisz, is certainly unsurpassed.
All is well at Prince Thomas and the outlook for the future is bright. Non-Italian members,

young and old, have taken to Italian culture and tradition in a very uncompromising and
accepting way. The renewed energy of its members promises that the Society will continue to
grow and prosper, all in keeping with the Italian culture and tradition.

An updated to the naming of the Club: More research has been done by the Pellegrini’s and it
is now strongly believed that Avon’s Prince Thomas of Savoy Society was named for the

Second Duke of Genoa whose uncle, Victor Emmanuel II, brought about the unification of

Italy into one kingdom. Born in February 1854, young Thomas, at the age of 6, became an

official prince of Italy. Italy entered World War I on May 24, 1915. On the next day, May
25, 1915 King Vittorio Emanuelle III named Prince Thomas his Lieutenant General, or his
second in command. Prince Thomas served Italy with distinction during the difficult war
years. He held the post until June 6, 1919.

He died in April 1931 leaving 6 children. Being a major influence in Italian royalty at the
same time the Club was formed, there is strong evidence that the Society’s founding fathers
found favor with this well-known prince and therefore gave the society his name.

A very special and heartfelt thanks to the late Mario Solari and Dr. Jack Rotondo for all the research and hard
work they did in bringing this information to our attention. Thanks to Lynn and Tom Pellegrini for this
continued research into the naming of our Club

Aldo Vernesoni
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