


The spirit of fellowshipy and pride of ancestry shows in members’ faces in this 1940s

photo of a gathering at North Denver’s Potenza Lodge.

38th and Shoshone where in 1941 the
group settled into its own building where it
has remained ever since.

The society’s coat of arms bears the
words amore, benevolenza and pace—
love, benevolence and peace. Mutual assis-
tance and fellowship have always been
important reasons for joining. The recently
arrived got help finding jobs and decipher-
ing naturalization and employment forms.
Further, the opportunity to socialize
among compatriots eased the shock of the
immigrant experience. Former Potenza
Lodge president james Egan explains
another benefit. “The lodge helped us
bury our dead.” Burial or shipment of
remains to family in Italy was a sacred
duty at a time when Denver’s poor some-
times buried loved ones in informal graves
on the prairie east of town, say's Egan
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whose father Sam Mancinelli researched
early lodge history. “In the old days when a
member died, all members were required
to attend the funeral services,” says anoth-
er former Potenza president, Rocco Gioso.
“If they didn’t, they were fined 50 cents.
They didn’t make more than a dolfar a day
in those days.” A funeral was the under-
taking of an entire day. “They walked from
Mt. Carmel to Mt. Olivet unless somebody
had a horse and wagon,” Gioso says. “We
lost a lot of members who couldn’t afford
it because they had to work every day.”
Membership was originally restricted to
men born in Potenza or their sons and
grandsons. “There were no exceptions to
this rule,” says Gioso. As first generation
immigrants began to pass away, the group
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dwindled. “You know, our lodge is starting
to die,” Gioso recalls telling members.
“We're going to have to change the rules.”
Eventually, the group opened its doors to
anyone with maternal or paternal ances-
tors from Potenza. “They’ve still gotta’ be
from the Basilicata of Potenza, but it’s a
hig region,” says Gioso. The lodge roster
stands at about 250 these days and half
are women, according to current president
George Mazzotti. The ladies auxiliary,
founded in 1949, is a big part of Potenza
now.

Italian-American culture is steeped in
tradition, much of it religious and import-
ed from the old country. Prominent are
saints’ days, feasts and processions.
Denver’s early Italian societies all adopted
patron saints and held annual celebrations
in their honor. The Potenzese took Saint
Rocco, the saint of healing. Saint Rocco’s
feast is a two-day affair observed in Denver
each August since 1899 when two separate
celebrations were held on the Northside,
one at River Front Park, the other at Mi.
Carmel Church. By 1903 it attracted
Italian-Americans from all over the state
for festivities that included a mass, two
processions, a dance contest, fireworks,
refreshments and music by Satriano’s
band. By 1921 the Potenza Society had
taken responsibility for the observance
and has orchestrated it ever since.

The procession, in former times a
blend of religious ceremony and raucous

street parade (but these davs conducted
with greater decorum), is the most color-
ful part of the celebration. The Sociefa
Nativi di Polenza marched in its first St.
Roceo's procession in 1900. The parades
have always delighted the media. “Bands,
brilliant uniforms, native dresses of the
Italians, parades and church ceremonies
made the celebration a spectacle such as
is seldom witnessed in Denver,” tooted
The Denver Post in 1921. “Joyous merri-
ment and carnival spirit and good fellow-
ship prevailed everywhere,” observed the
Rocky Mountain News another vear.

The procession began with the blessing
of the statue of St. Rocco inside Mt.
Carmel Church. Preparations then moved
onto the church steps overlooking Navajo
Street and grew lively. With bidding con-
ducted in [tatian and proceeds going to the
church, families vied for the honor of car-
rving the statue, its shielding canopy and
the papal flag in the parade. If bidders
grew cautious Pollice’s Band might strike
up a few bars of some popular tune to
embolden them. Dominic Lepore, North
Denver businessman and nephew of Mt.
Carmel’s founder, Father Mariano Lepore,
was top bidder for 20 years. Honor-bound
since his mother had promised the saint
he would carry the statue for the rest of
his life if he recovered from a serious ill-
ness, his reign ended in 1938 when a con-
sortium of Potenza members outbid him.

With “fervor and pride” in the eyes of
the men carrying Saint Rocco’s statue, the
column began its solemn-joyous journey



along the streets of the community. In the
wake of their patron saint came the
Potenza Lodge delegates, followed by
marchers from Italian societies around
the state lofting their colorful banners.
Completing the column were priests
swinging sensers of fragrant incense, flow-
ered floats, blaring brass bands, young-
sters bearing baskets of flowers and
rosary-reciting celebrants. “We used to
have a lot of them that would take their
shoes off and walk at the end of the pro-
cession with their rosaries and they would
pray. It was a sacrifice,” says Gioso. “Like a
penance,” his wife Shirley adds.

The processions these davs include
fewer marchers, but in earlier times they
were huge — 8,000 celebrants participated
in the blocks-long 1936 affair.

The accompanying feast, held in the
lodge parking lot, has its roots in early
Columbus Park festivals and shares their
carnival-like  atmosphere.  Festivities
include food booths, music, raffles and
games of chance that look 4 lot like, well
... gambling. All for a good cause, organiz-
ers point out— proceeds support the lodge
and its charitable acts including aid for
lodge families in need and support for
church-based charities. Holiday dinners,
the traditional Lenten carnival celebration
and monthly business meetings fill out the
calendar.

With nearly 30 Italianate organizations
across Colorado, the Ttalian fondness for
organization is as strong today as it was a
century and a quarter ago. Potenza Lodge
remains a source of pride and fellowship

for the Northside's Potenzese and a force
in the Italian-American community.



Bearing the stalue of their patron saint, members of Potenza Lodge celebrafe the Feast
of Saint Rocco on the sireefs of Liftle Haly in the mid-1940s.
* Image courtesy of the Colorado Historical Sociery, CIAPA collecfion and Pegay England. Call # PCCLIOO3T



