
GROWING UP ON FAIRPORT’S NORTH SIDE: 

A CONVERSATION WITH MATTHEW J. DIRISIO, JR. 

Second of three columns 

During several conversations with Matthew DiRisio, he spoke of his childhood 

growing up in Fairport. 

The Italian community in Fairport took care of its own.  Matthew DiRisio shopped 

for Christmas gifts and worked out a payment agreement with the village merchants to pay 

a dime a week.  According to him, even though he never fully paid off his debt, the 

merchants always told him he had! The local kids would go to Messerino’s Market (then 

located on the corner of North Main Street and Parce Avenue) and borrow dimes to play 

pinball, charging the dimes to their parents’ accounts. On a more serious scale, families 

knew that no matter how hard the times, they would never go without.  Before the advent 

of the shopping mall, most shopping was done within the confines of the village.  Besides 

Messerino's Market,  the Rudins and Barrancos sold clothing;  both Frenzi Pomponio  and 

Joseph Fiandach had barber shops; “Snuffy” Carlomusto ran a soda shop,  the Pomponio 

family also operated the Green Tavern, and of course there was Hawk’s Restaurant, run by 

Matt’s uncle. On the darker side, others were involved in bootlegging, the numbers game, 

and betting. 

Despite the fact that grandparents didn’t want their children and grandchildren to 

hold onto the old ways and the old language, they wanted them to be proud of their 

heritage and to work hard and do well in school.  Furthermore there was to be no whining 

about unfairness or discrimination even though there was discrimination, which had the 

insidious effect of making a person ask “what is wrong with me?”   Anti-Italian bias 

tended to come from community parents, rarely from children, and generally not from 

teachers; There were, however, a few teachers that did make it known that non-Italian girls 

from the south side were not expected to date Italian boys from the north side. On the other 

hand, athletics was a great leveler as the teams tended to mix students from all the grade 

schools.  The result was increased tolerance. DiRisio remembers the time he got into a 

fight and was taken to the jail, and gave his name as “Joseph Smith.”  When his 

grandfather arrived to take him home, he smacked young Matthew, asking, “Are you 

ashamed of your name?” At another time, he notes that after having been kicked out of the 

Temple Theater (current Masonic Lodge), he and his friends were asked by Policeman 

Butch Santillo why no blonds had been kicked out, and were told that they were 

disrespecting their heritage and embarrassing and disappointing their families.  No one 

wanted to disappoint parents or grandparents. 

Matthew DiRisio, Jr. credits his maternal grandfather, Frank Marangi, who used to 

take him to the library every week, for his love of learning.  His grandfather taught himself 

to read and write and would have liked to have been a professor.  Instead he worked as a 

furniture maker at the Gunlock company.  In general all the children were encouraged to 

do well academically; expectations were high.   If grades went down parents wanted to 

know why, telling their kids that they were capable, that poor grades were below them, that 

they had to do better – and no excuses were accepted.  Young Matthew saw school as an 

opportunity to be made the most of. 

The third and final installment of the conversation will appear in next week’s Post. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joseph & Jenny (Polito) Dirisio,    Frank Marangi, Matt Jr.’s maternal 

Matt Jr. paternal grandparents  in 1920.   grandfather (age 38) in 1913. 


