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History of Buffalo’s Italian              
Population and Hertel Avenue

Arrival of Italians in Buffalo
Approximately 50 years after the town of Buffalo 
was founded, Luigi Chiesa arrived as the first 
Italian immigrant in 1848. He name was eventually 
anglicized to Louis Church, and he set up a store 
along Genesse and Elm selling bird cages and 
mouse traps (Cardinale). Waves of other Italians 
gradually followed Luigi, and during the 1880s 
and 1890s, fourteen thousand immigrants left 
their native villages for Buffalo. Italians left their 
homeland for various reasons, including drought, 
crop failure, and high taxes (Eberle).

They settled in various neighborhoods that 
remained divided according to the part of Italy 
they came from. A large group of Sicilians settled 
in the Canal District on the Lower West Side 
of the city. (crowding several generations into 
small tenement buildings). This area in the lower 
West Side became known as Buffalo’s Little Italy, 
particularly the area from the very southwest 
corner of Main Street, through Niagara Street’s 

northern tip and west to the water (‘The Immigrant 
Experience’). People!from Calabria, in very south 
of Italy, settled in South Buffalo. The Campanese 
from Naples went to the downtown area, and 
the Campobassese regrouped in the southeast 
Lovejoy area (Eberle). Each of these little pockets 
were relatively isolated from the rest of Buffalo, 
providing a safe haven for immigrants amidst 
the challenges and hardships of a new country 
(Goldman 180–1).  

Italian men typically began doing heavy labor in 
Buffalo, in construction or along the docks. They 
often found work through a ‘padrone,’ a fellow 
Italian who would ease their transition to America. 
Despite their helpfulness, many padrones exploited 
the new immigrants by charging huge fees for his 
services. Since this sort of contract work was not 
always constant, many Italians began working in 
family businesses, selling various foods such as 
fruits, vegetables, pasta, or serving customers 
in restaurants. With hard work, these endeavors 

would later afford many Italians the status of 
middle class (Eberle). Very few Italian immigrants 
were able to gain the status of upper class, ‘…one 
percent of working-age first-generation, males, 
headed the occupational hierarchy’ (‘The Immigrant 
Experience’). Most often these men were involved 
in macaroni production and imports or real estate. 
One Italian who was able to distinguish himself as 
a prominent business man was Luigi Onette, an 
importer and manufacturer of pasta. Above is an 
advertisement for his goods, posted in the local 
Italian newspaper.

Though males were the primary breadwinners, 
women were used to doing fieldwork in the 
summers to make extra money, which they 
continued after their arrival in the U.S. Their other 
duties consisted of attending to any boarders living 
in their homes, and child-rearing. Italian-Americans 
maintained a very stable family life, and divorce 
and broken families were virtually non-existent in 
these Buffalo communities (Eberle). 

Year City of Buffalo 
Population

Italian-American 
Population in Buffalo

1850 42,2261 7
1892 260,000 2,500
1900 352,387 6,000
1920 506,775 16,000
1930 570,760 20,000

The table above shows the large increase in 
Italian-Americans from 1850 to the early part of 
the!20th century (‘Italians in Buffalo’)

This picture 
shows a family 
of Italian 
immigrants who 
have just arrived 
in Buffalo, 
with very few 
possessions 
(‘Recovery’).

Advertisement for Luigi (Louis) Onetto 
Macaroni  products.
(‘The Immigrant Experience’)
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Gondolas on Canal in ‘Venice in America,’ 1901
(Photo from University of Buffalo Archives)

Il Corriere Italiano (left) and Photo of Ferdinando 
Magnani, 1908 (right). (‘The Immigrant Experience) 

The Scinta Band
(‘The Immigrant 
Experience’)

Trolley turning 
onto Hertel from 
Parkside, during 
the late 1940s. 
Signs for Van 
Slyke’s Pharmacy 
and Klaiber’s 
Delicatessen are 
visible on right 
(‘The Archives’)

Buffalo’s Pan-American Exposition
Many Italian immigrants labored in the 
construction of the 1901 Pan American Exposition, 
and worked the ‘Midway concession, Venice 
in America,’ which recreated and performed 
scenes from Italy. Italian immigrants were 
hired as gondoliers and mandolinists, as well as 
other musicians and performers, to take part in 
communicating their culture and homeland at the 
exhibition (‘The Immigrant Experience’). 

Italian Culture
As of 1901, Italian immigrants were still fairly 
new to the Buffalo area, however their churches, 
cultural groups, mutual-aid organizations and their 
newspaper Il Corriere Italiano were experiencing 
great success in the Canal District. Written in 
Italian, the newspaper documented local news 
as well as events from Italy. Its editor, Ferdinando 
Magnani, produced a book called La Cittá 
di Buffalo,  which was intended for potential 
immigrants in Italy, that described and applauded 
the city of Buffalo. Italian music also began to 

thrive in Buffalo at the turn of the century. Opera 
and instrumental music became popular and 
Italian bands began to form, such as the Scinta, 
which played at numerous social events around 
the city (‘The Immigrant Experience’).

Johnson Immigration Restriction Law
In 1924 the Johnson Immigration Restriction, 
gained favor and eventually became law. This 
restriction targeted Catholic and Jewish 
communities from Eastern Europe, who had 
settled in Northeastern, U.S. cities. As a result of 
this law, significant restrictions were imposed on 
immigration and the ‘number of Poles permitted 
to immigrate dropped from 26,000 to 9,000 
a year, Italians from 42,000 to 4,000, Czechs 
from 14,000 to 2,000, Hungarians from 5,000 to 
688, and Greeks from 3,000 to 235’ (Goldman, 
212). According to Goldman, there was little 
resistance from within the U.S. Eastern European 
communities to fight the bill. As a result of its 
passing, the growth and unity of these immigrant 
communities suffered (Goldman).

History of North Park/Hertel Avenue
Hannan Colvin was one of the first residents in the 
area around Hertel Avenue. In 1823, he settled in 
a log cabin which was located at what is now the 
corner of Hertel and Colvin Avenues. His property
consisted of the land west of Parkside Avenue, 
which was primarily Buffalo Plains Indian territory. 
By 1900, North Park became more populated, and 
with the invention of the automobile significantly 
more people came and settled there. North!Park
became home to many Italian immigrants moving 
from the deteriorating lower west side of Buffalo 
(the Canal District), as well as many Russian Jews, 
who, like the Italian immigrants, relocated from 
their original neighborhoods in the 1930’s to the 
Hertel Avenue area (Napora). 

History of Buffalo’s Italian Population and Hertel Avenue! ! ! ! ! !
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Shopping and Dining on Hertel Avenue 
Main Street and Hertel Avenue have long been 
hot spots for shopping, dining, and entertainment. 
During!the early part of the 20th century, trolleys 
were a main source of transportation for the 
citizens of Buffalo. Trolley!tracks crisscrossed 
Hertel Avenue, bringing people into the area 
to shop at dine at places such as Van!Slyke’s 
Pharmacy and Klaiber’s Delicatessen. The trolleys 
also shared the roads with cars, and before the 
recent renovation of Hertel Avenue, the area 
contained many more trees than are present 
today (“The Archives”). One!of the most famous 
stores that operated on Hertel Avenue for the 
majority of the 20th century was the Sample 
Dress Shop. The founder, Anne Bunis, was a 
Russian immigrant who decided to open a store 
that sold dresses after purchasing 48 one-of-a-
kind dresses, known as ‘samples’ in New York 
City. The Sample Dress Shop opened at 1635 
Hertel Avenue in 1928 on the first floor of her 
house (Rizzo 39–40). 

Anne Bunis sold her dresses for $12.75 apiece, 
and was so successful that she made the 
equivalent of $1.47 million in today’s dollars 
in the first year. By 1929, the store expanded 
to include the house next door at 1631!Hertel. 
Part!of the Sample’s success can be attributed 
to their innovative marketing efforts. Airplanes 
would drop Sample Shop brochures all over the 
city, and they would also host fashion shows in 
the windows of the houses for spectators seated 
on the lawn (Rizzo 40). The Sample’s semi-annual 
‘pup’ sales were also a popular way to draw in 
customers (42).

The Sample’s popularity continued to grow, and 
the owners undertook multiple expansions of 
the store. After!a few years, the store covered all 
three floors of the original house in addition to the 
neighboring house they purchased in 1929. 
There were 60 employees in 1939, which 
increased to 200 by 1946 (Rizzo 40). During this 
year, the company destroyed the original houses 
to build a new, cohesive store. 

After the expansion, the Sample included infant/
children’s, men’s, jewelry, and shoe departments 
in addition to a beauty salon and nursery (40–41).

In 1952, the company opened two other stores in 
Lancaster and Lockport. By 1988, they operated 
a total of eleven stores in the Western New York 
region, with the last store opening in the Walden 
Galleria Mall. Despite!their prosperity through the 
years, the company fell into a decline during the 
1980s. They began to close stores as a result of 
the depression and rising rent rates in the various 
suburban locations. Employment dropped from 
190 to 75 following the death of the company’s 
president Maer Bunis (Anne Bunis’ son) in 1990, 
and the original Hertel Avenue store closed its 
doors on January 31, 1991. Currently a plaque at 
1631 Hertel Avenue reads : ‘Year founded: 1928; 
Year closed: 1991’ (43).

The original Sample shop located on Hertel Avenue. 
(Photo from Buffalo State College Archives)

This newspaper 
clipping from 
1944 advertises 
one of the 
Sample’s popular 

‘pup’ sales
(Rizzo, 42)

The Sample shortly before its permanent closure 
in!1991 (‘The Archives’)

History of Buffalo’s Italian Population and Hertel Avenue! ! ! ! ! ! !

!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9



North Park Theatre 
The North Park Theatre, located just east of 
the Italian section on Hertel Avenue, was built 
in 1920 as part of the Shea’s chain of theatres. 
Designed by architect Henry L. Spann, 
the building is reminiscent of the Neoclassic/
Classic style both on the exterior and interior. 
This theatre once possessed a grand pipe 
organ (a Wurlitzer 2Manual/6Rank theatre 
pipe organ Opus 365) as well as Tiffany lights 
which hung in the concession area, however, 
these items have since been removed 
(‘North Park Theatre-Buffalo, NY). The theatre is 
not longer part of the Shea’s chain, and is now 
affiliated with Dipson Co (‘Index: North Park 
Theatre’). The North Park Theatre building remains 
a historical example of architecture as well 
as an area wide attraction for viewing 
independent films.

Italian Festival 
Buffalo’s Italian festival dates back to its 
first Italian immigrants. Held in their original 
settlement known as ‘Little Italy’ in the 
Canal District, the celebrations paid homage
to traditional feast days associated with the 
regions and villages from which the Italians 
emigrated. The celebrations were primarily 
religious and churches, namely St. Anthony 
of Padua Church, founded in 1891, served as the 
center point of the activities.

In 1976 the first annual Italian Village Festival was 
held on Connecticut Street to honor and revive 
the traditional celebrations that took place around 
St. Anthony of Padua Church. Chuck Griffasi, 
chairman of the festival described the event, 
says ‘…for four long days, Connecticut Street 
will become the Via Romano. There will be Italian 
signing, dancing, food and games… and fruit and 
flowers everywhere… We are trying to revive 
the old St. Anthony’s tradition… [and] to recapture 

the old ways of bringing people together’
(Buffalo Italian Festival). The festival gained 
significant popularity among not only Italians, 
but other ethnic groups as well. Because of 
its popularity, the festival needed to be moved 
to an area with greater capacity, and in 1988 it 
was relocated to Hertel Avenue, becoming the 
‘Hertel Avenue Italian Festival.’ Once at Hertel, 
the board of the festival wished to minimize 
the carnival atmosphere of the event and focus 
more on Italian heritage and culture in attempts 
to ‘…make for a warmer, pleasant street gala’ 
(Buffalo Italian Festival). Today, the festival 
is called The Sorrento Cheese Buffalo Italian 
Heritage Festival, in honor of its main sponsor.
The festival is held every July and is one of the 
five largest street festivals in the U.S., drawing 
an estimate of 600,000 people each year (Buffalo 
Italian Festival).

The North Park Theatre in 1957 (left) 
and in 2008 (right) (Photos from buffaloah.com)

St. Anthony’s church in background left, 1929
(Photo from Historic American Buildings Survey/
Historic American Engineering Record)

Street view of the current Hertel Ave 
Italian Festival (Sorrento Cheese Italian 
Heritage Festival)
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Little Italy Hertel Avenue Maps

Broader Context Map

Buffalo’s Little Italy is located in the center of 
Hertel Avenue between Delaware and Colvin. 
Set in North Buffalo to the West of Main Street,
 it is the home of vibrant commercial life 
including restaurants, nightclubs, boutiques, 
delis, groceries, and professional offices. 

The area attracts a wide range of visitors including 
both residents and tourists. It is conveniently 
located in close proximity to many of Buffalo’s 
attractions including, the Buffalo Zoo, Delaware 
Park, and Hoyt Lake. In addition, Little Italy is 
central to several universities and colleges, 
as well as, many of Buffalo’s thriving suburbs. 

A short drive from several major roadways 
including, the New York State Thruway, Youngman 
Memorial Highway, the Scajaquada Expressway, 
and the Kensington Expressway make Buffalo’s 
Little Italy simple to find.
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Immediate Context Map

Maps of Buffalo’s Italian District                             



Maps of Buffalo’s Italian District                    

Local Area Map
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Hertel Avenue Current Conditions

The Hertel Avenue strip breathes vibrant 
commercial life into North Buffalo as a great place 
to eat, shop and play. The strip (from Elmwood 
Avenue on the west to Main Street on the east)  
is lined with boutiques, delis, groceries, 
professional offices, four-star restaurants and 
nightclubs, all within easy walking distance for 
neighborhood residents and an easy ride from 
anywhere in the region. 

The street recently underwent a $10 million public 
works project aimed at upgrading the street and 
its sidewalks, maintaining the strip’s architectural 

“look” and improving parking and accessibility. 

The Hertel strip attracts numerous shoppers and 
visitors from the adjacent Parkside neighborhood, 
which draws tourists and visitors to attractions 
such as the Buffalo Zoo, Delaware Park and Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Darwin Martin House. 

With its eclectic mix of everything from coffee 
houses to gourmet restaurants to antiques shops 
and clothiers, Hertel Avenue appeals to consumers 
ranging from college students to members of the 
growing families that live within strips of this lively 
commercial strip.

The surrounding tree-lined residential streets and 
neighborhood provide a strong and loyal client base  
for the Hertel Avenue commercial core.

17



Attraction and Amenities 
The Italian Heritage and Food Festival (Hertel Ave. 
between Colvin and Delaware Avenues, above) 
takes place every year in July. Set along a multi-
block section of North Buffalo’s Hertel Avenue, 
this annual celebration of Italian culture and 
cuisine features entertainment, games and rides 
for the kids as well. 

For a taste of the ambiance of Buffalo’s old 
Italian West Side, as well as distinctive salads, 
home made mozzarella, fresh produce, imported 
vinegars, olive oils and pastas, stop by Guercio’s 
at 250 Grant Street. 

Between Delaware and Starin avenues, Hertel 
Avenue houses several antiques shops, most 
of which are located between North Park and 
Starin avenues. Restaurants on this section of 
Hertel reflect the neighborhood’s Italian heritage, 
including Lombardo’s Ristorante, Garangelo’s 
Cafe and Il Fiorentino. Other restaurants include 
Romeo and Juliet’s Cafe between Delaware and 
Colvin, and North End Trattoria, La Dolce Vita Cafe, 
and La Marina located between Norwalk and 
Parkside avenues.

Hertel Avenue Current Events 

Hertel Avenue is home to Buffalo’s most noted 
movie house for independent films, the North 
Park Theatre.
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FREE 
PARKING

Courtesy of Hertel-North Buffalo 
Business Association
Byron W. Brown, Mayor
Mike LoCurto, Delaware District Councilman,
Jeff Rinaldo, HNBBA President

Hertel Avenue Histor y

Italian Immigration
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit. 
Donec nibh lacus, facilisis vel, 
cursusquam. Nullam vestibulum 
neque. Lorem ipsum dolor sit 
amet, consectetur adipiscing 
elit. Donec nibh lacus, facilisis 
vel, cursusquam. Nullam 
vestibulum neque.

Shopping Along Hertel
Donec a lorem vel sem blandit 
bibendum. Cras suscipit. In vel 
nulla. Ut pharetra enim quis 
enim. Maecenas ut libero nec 
metus mollis feugiat. Lorem 
ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit. 

Morbi neque sapien, iaculis 
id, bibendum vitae, tincidunt 
ac, tortor. Donec 
ullamcorper ante. Mauris 
odio. Integer magna. Fusce 
est. Curabitur nec tortor 
vitae purus tincidunt 
condimentum. Lorem ipsum 
dolor sit amet, consectetur 
adipiscing elit. 
Donec nibh lacus, facilisis 
vel, cursusquam. Nullam 
vestibulum neque.
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