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Preface

What a great man, A.P. Giannini. The builder of the
banking empire that became the Bank of America. He forever
changed the banking world and made opportunities for all
regardless of status in life. And helped the economic
growth of his beloved California and the rest of our coun-
EEY:

One of the first things I learned when I marrried
into the Joseph Oneto family, was that all his children
had worked for Giannini, that my in-laws had met at one of
the branches in San Francisco. And I learned that San Jose
was in the picture but I didn’t hear from them in what
way.

Writing this short paper has lead me to learn the
connections and to understand why the family devoted their
careers working for A.P. Giannini and the Bank of America.

This is just a small touch on the greatness of the man.
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A.P. GIANNINI: THE SAN JOSE AND ALVISO YEARS
And the Oneto Family

The founder of the greatest bank of the world, The Bank of
America, A. P. Giannini, is best known as a San Franciscan because
that is where he started his bank as the Bank of Italy. But he
actually was from the Santa Clara Valley. He was born in San Jose
on May 18, 1870 just seven months after his parents had arrived in
/

California from Northern Italy. He was christened Amadeo Pietro

and he lived the first twelve years of his life in San Jose and

Alviso.
His parents were twenty-two year old Luigi Giannini and

fifteen year-old Virginia De Martini who came from a well off farm
family near Genoa, Italy. How he romanced her in Italy after his
return from California makes for a interesting story, in another
narrative. They booked passage to America and were pioneer travel-
ers from New York to California in the just completed transconti-
nental railroad. They arrived in late September of 1869. Luigi
used the last of his savings to lease a twenty-two room hotel and
that was where Amadeo Pietro was born;z

San Jose had been the capital of California, but had declined
in importance and glamour since the legislators moved the capital
to Sacramento. And the gold rush was over. But a railroad had come
in connecting San Jose to San Francisco. Suddenly, San Jose be-
came a busy market center for the scores of smaller farm communi-
ties scatered throughout the rich and fertile Santa Clara Valley:3

On the outskirts of town, smoke billowed from a half-dozen or

so flour mills, lumberyards, and meat-packing firms. San Jose’s
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economy was expanding and generating opportunities. The Gianninis
had arrived at a good time. Luigi leased the Swiss Hotel which was
located at 248-250 Market Street: a dusty, crowded main through-
fare of San Jose, now having a population of about 13,000?'

Soon it became a busy boarding house and hub for the other
Italians of the area, mostly young single men who worked as share-
croppers, day laborers, and migrant workers. Like Luigi, they had
first traveled to California hoping to strike it rich in the
mines. But they continued to come after the gold was gone, because
it seemed to be a good place for ambitious, hard-working men to
find success?

According to several accounts, Luigi Giannini was something
of a conspicuous figure ameong the thousands of transplanted,
largely midwestern farmers who swarmed into San Jose. Tall, hand -
some, broad-shouldered, with pale blue eyes and a dark handlebar
mustache, he was remembered by many neighbors many years later as
a quiet man of few opinions and even fewer words. These traits
undoubtedly had something to do with the racial prejudices of San
Jose’s Anglo-American residents. Many of them objected to the
presence of foreigners. The Chinese were the town’s most racially
despised group and frequent victims of punitive legislation and
savage mob violence. But Italians also faced a good deal of
hostility. The local press went so far as to warn city officials
about too large an increase in their numbers. Luigi undoubtly knew
better than to risk more than a brief conversation with anyone

o

besides his Italian boarders at the Swiss Hotel!
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The Gianninis prospered for two years there, and then sold
their lease to the hotel to buy forty acres of orchard land in
Alviso, a hamlet just eight miles from San Jose. A second son was
born there, Attilo Henry, in July 1874. Luigi continued to prosper
for another two years, raising his own fruits and vegetables and
selling them to the growing number of commission firms in San
Francisco. He began preparations to clear more land and plant more
trees

Then tradegy struck. On August 14, 1876, Luigi was shot and
killed by a transient farm worker over a dispute of wages of one
or two dollars. The facts of the disagreement were related tc the
police by Luigi himself, who regained consciousness long enough to
name his assailant. The culprit was apprehended a few days later,
convicted of murder and sent to prisonf’Little Amadeo Pietro
Giannini was six years old, Attilo was two. How would they fare
now without a father to guide them?

The young widow, Virginia Giannini, began some grim vyears.
She was twenty-two and living in an isolated and not always
hospitable community. She had to assume total daily responsibility
for those forty acres. To add to her hardship, she would soon have
to give birth, for she was pregnant at the time of Luigi’s death.
It was another son, George, born in February 1877. Through stren-
ucos efforts she survived the tragedy. Neighbors were impressed by
her courage and genial disposition in the face of adversity. One

of those neighbors remembers “a remarkable woman, unafraid and
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intelliqent.”’Young Amadeo, Attilo, and George Giannini were in
good hands.

It was then that she introduced young Giannini to the commis-
sion houses on the San Francisco waterfront. She made periodic
boat trips navigating through precarious rocky shoals of the
penisula coast to sell their fruits and vegetables.

Many years later, John Leale, a captain of the bay steamer,
REFORM, would remember the two Gianninis: a pleasant, attractive
widowed woman and her small son sitting quietly together on the
crowded deck of his boat, as it moved through the cold predawn
darkness of the bay.z

It was on one of those trips that Virginia met Lorenzo
Scatena, who was working at a commission firm at the San Francisco
waterfront at the time. The summer of 1880, when they were
married, the family’s prospects improved. Lorenzo Scatena, too,
was from Northern Italy, a native of Genoa and had come to San
Jose when he was twelve. He had found work hauling prcduce for the
local farmers and then at a commission firm in San Franisco. He
was nearly thirty, still looking to find his niche. Stocky,
barrel-chested, with luminous large eyes and a ready smile,
Lorenzo was a gentle, soft-spoken man who soon became the focus of
immense admiration by Virginia’s children. “Pretty soon we were
calling him ‘Pop’ or ‘Boss,’” Giannini would recall, “bestowing on
him a nickname which his friends used until the end of his days."3

Virginia believed in education, and as soon as Giannini was



as any of the pupils and establishing friendships which endured
throughout 1ife."1

Maybe Tom Foon, son of Chinese immigrant, Sai Yin Chew, was
one of those longtime friends. In 1890, Chew had established
Precita Canning Co., a tomato cannery which was demolished during
the disastrous earthquake of 1906 which happened in April. He
rebﬁilt it in Alviso in time for the 1906 crop later that year.
The new cannery was called the Bayside Canning Company. It was
that same year of 1906 that Sai Yin’s son, Tom Foon, joined the
firm. He quickly began expanding the business. Foon was a per-
sonal friend of A.P.Giannini who extended money to Foon to expand
the firm. By 1924, the cannery was a three million dollar opera-
tion, with two additional plantsfa

But back to the story of the Scatenas. Lorenzo was succesful
with the farm; but for some reason his success didn’t last. He
decided to move the family back to San Jose and he resumed the
kind of work he knew best: hauling produce.

Virginia had other ideas. She had bright plans for the family.

Having observed the commission business in San Franciso, she knew






























