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n
TWO SWISS OF PEORIA, ILLINOIS

Marianne Burkhard, OSB

Work Hard and Be Alert
Emil Locher
1878-1974

In 1891, when he was 13, Emil Locher found himself transplanted to Peoria, Illinois, and faced
with the necessity to help his mother and two siblings survive. His story gives some insight into working
possibilities and conditions at the end of the last century. Without much schooling and without any
professional training Emil Locher made his way up from a seasonal worker to the successful owner of
a produce company without ever forgetting his poor childhood in Switzerland and the difficulties poor
people have to face.
The story of Emil Locher's life is based on the manuscript of a talk which he gave to the Peoria
Rotary Club, probably in the late 1930's, and on the recollections of his granddaughter, Lynette
Ackerman Sauder. It was compiled and written by Marianne Burkhard, OSB.
Emil Locher was born on April 8, 1878, in Appenzell, Switzerland. He was the second child
of J. Conrad Locher and Marie Eugster; his older brother Rosam was born on December 16, 1876. His
father must have died before or around the time he was born, because his mother then married her
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husband's brother, with whom she had a daughter, Frieda, who was born on April 13, 1879. Marie's
second husband also died, and so Marie emigrated to the United States; a granddaughter of Rosam found
her name on a ship list in 1883. There is no information how she came to emigrate and whether she
might have joined a group of emigrants from her town. Her three children remained in Switzerland with
her sister. Yet, after some months, the three additional children proved too much for their aunt, and thus
she took them to the orphanage in Speicher, Appenzell AR, on Christmas Eve of 1883.
Marie came to Peoria and married a German. In 1891 she went back to Switzerland to get her
children-the names of Mary, Emil, Rosam and Frieda Locher were found on a ship list of that year.
Emil described their arrival in Peoria thus: "We arrived in September 1891 and had the glorious reception
from our stepfather 'Why in the h--- did you bring the whole family along!' so that didn't make it so
good. He left us after about 30 days, and we never saw or heard of him again, so you can see we had
some hard times ahead of us."
The ~other took in washing, and the two boys tried to find jobs to make some money. The two
used to go to the slaughterhouse, clean the tripes and the brains of the killed animals and then sell them
to the saloons "where they were serving free lunches, in that way we got by.

11

Emil's first job was

driving the horses for a bricklayer, but lasted only a few days because he didn't know enough English
nor was he familiar with the town of Peoria. He then had a series of small jobs paying two or three
dollars per week, then one for $4 per week for twelve hours during the winter. After that he could work
for $1.26 per day at the Huchinson Cooper Shop, but the work was sporadic: 3-4 days per week, and
some weeks there was no work at all because there were strikes by railroad workers and miners in 189394.

11

1 got tired of all this loafing, and as much as I hated to go on the farm, I got a job on a farm at

Cissna Park. I had only one dollar in all the world, so I had to do something.

11

The farmer, an Amish man, had a prejudice against anyone from Peoria, saying that he couldn't
use him because he had never seen anyone from Peoria "who was any good.

11

Emil said to him: "Why

not try me, and if I am not what you think I should be, you don't have to pay me.

11

Well, Emil stayed

on the farm with the Amish farmer, who had 16 children and farmed 360 acres. He was not treated very
11

well, as the farmer would tell his daughters to get away from this "Peoria bum, but nonetheless he tried
to do every day a bit more than the previous day. He was hired for $17 per month, got up at 4 a.m. and
didn't get back to the barn before 7:30 p.m. Emil used to tell his family that he had to sleep and eat all
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by himself in the barn. But one day he was quick to save one of the farmer's small children who had
tumbled down into a big load of hay and could have been suffocated; after that, Emil was invited to eat
in the house and became "just like one of the family." When the season was over, he was also given an
extra 5 dollars.
During the winter, he worked at the Sugar House shoveling coal at 75 cents per hour and $1.25
per car. The next summer he was back on the farm for $25 per month, which was "good pay at that
time," and after the season was over, "I was offered the enormous sum of room and board if I wanted
to stay over the winter and do the chores and haul com to the elevator, but I told him I would never work
for anyone for nothing, so I left again for another season in Peoria."
Through an employment agency in Minneapolis, Emil found a job the following spring with a
railroad contractor, Mike Elmore, in Laurel, Montana. This contractor was building a new branch of
the Northern Pacific Railroad. In this job he received $2.00 per day with board--"this was the biggest
pay I ever received, and believe me, I worked always trying tQ do more than anyone else, and I was not
liked on that account." One day the boss asked for volunteers to dig a ditch in a swamp. Of several
hundred men, Emil was the only one to volunteer, then did the job by himself. The next day he was
appointed foreman, but the others didn't like this because he was so young, not because he didn't know
much about building railroads, of which he was only too well aware! They threatened to beat him up,
so Emil told them that he would fight each one by one, and after about half a dozen such fights, the men
accepted him as foreman.
His supervisor wanted Emil to stay with him in the next job he got, but it was late in the year
and getting cold, and Emil wanted to go south to Peoria. He traveled by "side door Pullman" -jumping
on a moving train to ride for free. He says that he had plenty of money in his pocket, since he had been
paid $5.00 per day, but "it felt better if you could steal a ride than pay for it." When he was near
Minneapolis, this wasn't so easy any more, since all the railroaders knew that the railroad work was over
and those men had money-so they had to pay $1.00 for a division of about 145 miles.
Another one of Emil's occasional occupations was going to the circus at carnivals. There was
always a demand for young men who would be willing to fight with professional wrestlers who were now
older and working for a circus, but who certainly could beat any inexperienced fellow. He received $20
for a round, and felt rich after three or four rounds.
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After his time in Montana, Emil worked for a coal mine on the Iowa Central, but didn't like the
idea of being a miner, then worked for a brickyard again. When he had saved $250, he went to New
York, thinking that he might go to Switzerland for a visit. Yet first he applied for a job at the elevated
railway, was accepted, but had to wait because other applicants were ahead of him. Waiting was not his
strength, and when a young fellow told him that he had a way of crossing the Atlantic for free, he was
game. He had to meet this man at midnight at the harbor, and was surprised that there were six other
fellows there, too. Without further ado they were put on the ship right down to the lowest part, where
they had to shovel coal-so much for a free trip! Even though Emil was young and strong, he was
"laying on a coal pile" soon after the ship had reached the sea. But he was told in no uncertain terms
that he had to work anyway and "I was worse than a slave until we landed." They worked six hours,
then were off for six hours; they worked in the bunkers over the furnaces where the temperature was
"unbearable," so all they wore was a pair of shoes. If anyone passed out, he was laid out in the air. As
soon as he came to, he would work again. When our shift was over, we had to wash, but the stowaways
had to wait until the regular men washed. We had to bathe in the same water. It was so thick you could
feel it." Their food was in about the same category-"we were like a bunch of animals." Upon arriving
in Hamburg they had, however, a nice surprise, as they were given 55 marks which they hadn't expected.
So he arrived in Switzerland with about $200, and stayed there for a while.
When he had bought a ticket back to the States, he had $23 left, and by the time he arrived in
New York this sum had shrunk to only $2.00. The sum of $1.25 had to be spent on a night's lodging
and breakfast, so he started his trip back to Peoria with all of 75 cents in his pocket. He walked to
Elizabeth, New Jersey, and from there "beat" his way to Pittsburgh. When hiding in a box car on the
outskirts of the city, two men entered the car, and he thought that they, too, were "bums," but they were
railroad detectives who took him straight to jail. They asked him whether he was hungry, which he was
since he hadn't eaten all day, and told him they would get him something. Yet they didn't come back.
This all happened on a Sunday, and somehow the mayor of the town was informed that someone was in
the jail, so after about an hour the mayor came and asked Emil why he was there. Having heard Emil's
story, he said that the railroad detectives "had no right to put anyone in jail, so he gave me a dollar to
buy something to eat and told me the way to get out of town." Emil slept in a haystack, then hopped on
another train the next day. Soon he was discovered again, but now he knew the detectives' badges, used
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his strong arms to knock the men out, jumped off the train and ran across a field. He worked for a few
days on a bridge in Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, then got on another train, and before long had to jump
out again ... this time the detectives ran after him for quite some time, even asked some women in the
street of the little town to stop him, but nobody could stop him-he was a good runner. He was 14 miles
from Akron, Ohio, and decided to pawn his gold watch for $3.00 so he could buy a ticket to Cleveland,
where he found work unloading steamboats. In 48 hours he earned $12.80, and $11.00 of this hardearned money got me to Peoria."

In Peoria, his search for employment started "all over again." He spent a year on a farm, worked
briefly for the Illinois Central Railroad in Tennessee, then as a bridge carpenter in Fulton, Kentucky.
This was a "good job, the only time we worked was when the superintendent was around or when a train
passed. We had our own boarding cars and plenty of good eats." When they were all laid off, Emil
went back to Peoria and worked on two bridges for the Rock Island Railroad in 1898. For a short while
he was the driver of a street railcar in Peoria, but lost the job "for speeding down Adams Street over
rough track, and I was a very disappointed man" since this had been "the softest job I ever had. I almost
gave up in despair, thinking I was good for nothing."
Subsequently, he shoveled starch at the Sugar House; this was very hard work, "as only one in
a hundred could stand it. " Emil used to say that he had worked in every Peoria factory at one time or
another. But in 1900 this finally changed. The produce house Auer & Co. advertised for a worker "with
experience," and Emil applied, telling the interviewer that he had varied experience and that the firm
should try him out for two weeks and would not have to pay him if they were not satisfied. They took
him up on this wager, and he was kept on and spent the rest of his life in the produce market.
For $1.50 per day-of 14 hours-Emil had to make up orders, load trucks and deliver orders to
merchants. His pay then increased to $12.00 per week, of which he had to pay $3.50 for room and
board, while $7 .00 were put into a savings account. One day a salesman was ill, and he was asked to
go out and sell potatoes. He told all the customers that this was his big chance to advance, so he received
orders for all the potatoes and had the two carloads sold by noon. This was a record which no one
before had reached--so he no longer wrote orders or drove trucks.
His next step came when he was sent to a local cold storage to inspect a lot of 4,400 bushels of
apples from Washington State offered for sale. Five competitors were also there. Emil Locher returned
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Emil Locher, ca. 1903
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to his boss and told him that he had bought the whole lot! When his boss said that he had been sent to
inspect, not to buy, and that the firm did not have the needed $1,200 in cash, Emil simply said that his
credit was good, and that the banks had plenty of cash. So he first secured a loan, then sold the apples
in a record time of six weeks. A friend later said that Emil Locher always had "an alert mind and the
ability to think fast, to make quick, accurate decisions," something which accounted for his continued
success in the produce market.
In 1903 Emil Locher married Rosa Luthy. She, too, was a native of Switzerland: she was the
fifth of nine children of Gottfried Luthy and Babette Schegg from Wienacht, Canton of Appenzell AR.
After the mother died in 1898 or 1899, the oldest daughter Selina, whose husband Ulrich Locher owned
a butcher shop in Trogen, AR, had to raise the younger children, the youngest of whom was only about
8 years old. The oldest son, Gottfried (Fritz), born in 1872, emigrated in 1896 to Peoria "at the earnest
solicitation of his friends who assured him that he could find much better opportunities in a business way
in America" (quoted in Peoria City and County, Illinois. A Record of Settlement, Organization, Progress

and Achievement. Illustrated, vol. m [Chicago: Clarke 1912, 905 pp.], p. 527). Fritz found employment
at the Auer produce company in Peoria, and in 1900 his sisters Rosa (* 1882) and Emma (*1884)
followed him, in 1903 the next younger brothers Karl (*1886) and John (*1889) also came. Rosa was
an accomplished seamstress, made her own wedding gown (cf. picture) and continued to sew for her
children and grandchildren.
At the time of getting married, Emil had $850 saved and made $10 per week. Living on that sum
was not easy. His employer offered him a percentage of the company's profits amounting to $600 every
six months. The young couple lived on Emil's weekly salary and saved the $600 checks even though the
couple had a daughter, Lillian, in 1904, and a son, Emil Jr., in 1906. Also in 1906 the three owners of
the Auer Company had differences among them; one of them owned half the interest, but neither of the
other two had enough money to buy this half.

Emil Locher saw his chance to buy the business,

something he had desired to do for some time. But his savings amounted to only $5,400, and he needed
$10,000. Nevertheless, he went to the bank where he had regularly banked his savings and asked what
his chances were to get a loan. He was told that he needed to have security through collateral, yet he
had nothing of that sort. Still he was told to submit a loan application, and when the bankers met to
discuss it, they recognized his honesty and hard work and made an exception to loan him the money.
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Wedding Picture, 1903
(Rosa made her own gown)
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Locher, on his part, repaid the loan within six months. Within less than ten years he had been able to
settle professionally and to acquire his own business. In all the years he had been working all over the
city of Peoria he had helped many people in various ways, had done more than what was expected of

him, so when he needed some help, people helped him recognizing and rewarding his hard work and
trustworthiness.
One of the partners in Emil Locher's produce business was his brother-in-law Fritz Luthy who,
with his training "in habits of thrift and industry" already owned stock in the company when Locher
bought his half. The above quoted article describes Fritz Luthy as "a man of excellent qualities [who]
is held in high regard by all who have dealings with him (Peoria City, I\ 527). Thus, the firm was known
as Luthy & Locher. Emil Locher later described his business maxims in the following way: "Never take
advantage of anyone, rather give than take. Our help treat customers as friends, and we pay the highest
wages of any wholesale house in Peoria. We treat others as we would like to be treated, this is our
policy."
The warehouse which Emil Locher bought from the Auer Company was located at 223 SW
Washington; in 1930 the firm expanded and built its own quarters at the foot of Hamilton Street. Emil's
son also became associated with the business. Emil Locher retired in 1956, and the firm was disbanded
in 1973. Emil Locher died at the age of 96 on April 29, 1974; his wife Rosa had died in 1967.
Grateful for the chances he had had in life and mindful of the hardships he experienced as a poor
youth without much education, Emil Locher also became very active in community affairs, especially in
projects to help people. In 1936 he was appointed to the Peoria Housing Authority for one year, was
reappointed for 5 years in 1937, selected as chairman in 1939, and served in this capacity until retiring
in 1950. Through his efforts a project of two thousand housing units for underprivileged families was
completed, the so-called Warner Homes. Under his leadership the Harrison homes were also begun and
completed. These projects were his "pride and joy," and for several decades these homes provided nice
and decent housing for people who needed help.
In addition, Emil Locher served on the Zoning Board of Appeals from 1936 to 1950, was a
charter member of the Peoria Rotary Club, a member of the Peoria Shrine, of the America-Swiss
Chamber of Commerce, the Peoria Association of Commerce, the Swiss Society, and of several other
fraternal organizations. As a Swiss Protestant, he was a member of the Reformed German Evangelical
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Church.
For years his main hobby was traveling; he made numerous trips across the Atlantic to
Switzerland where he became one of the sponsors of the Kinderdorf Pestalou.i in Trogen (the Pestalozzi
Children's Village), not far from his native Appenzell and from Speicher where he had been in the
orphanage. The Pestalozzi Village became a home for children who had become orphans all over Europe
during the Second World War. Another example of Locher's strong ties to his childhood in Switzerland
was his continued friendship with one of the boys from the orphanage who also came to the United States
and ended up owning an embroidery business in Chicago.
Rosa Luthy Locher accompanied him to Switzerland a number of times, but often she preferred
staying in Peoria and tending her beautiful rose garden. Her granddaughter says that she was a quiet
woman who loved to hear her husband's stories, but never felt the need to tell her own.
With regard to Locher's traveling, his trip on the Zeppelin Hindenburg is worthy of note. Emil
thought that he was one of the first people to buy a ticket three months before its first trip was scheduled
in 1936. In his description of the trip we realize that the Hindenburg was more like a ship than an
airplane: the passengers had cabins which were for two or four persons with an upper and a lower berth,
"as good as any Pullman, or better." There was a tavern on board which was also the only place where
smoking was allowed; everyone had been asked to give up all matches. The Hindenburg left New York
around noon, and on the second evening it passed London. After 49 hours it arrived in Frankfurt,
Germany, at 4 a.m. and had to stay in the air until 6 a.m. when the ground crew arrived to guide it to
the landing. While in New York, the Hindenburg's departure was watched by a large crowd and
reporters and photographers, the travelers were greeted in Germany by a military band.
During the time Locher was in Europe that year, he took several airplane trips from Switzerland
to London, Paris, Vienna, and Berlin where he saw the Olympic Village and all the cleaning that was
done to spruce up the city for the Olympic Games of 1936. He also mentions that the government had
obviously helped constructing buildings by giving long-term loans at low interest rates and that the
number of unemployed people had gone down from 6.5 million to 1.5 million in three years. He also
noted the military build-up--"there were more preparations going on than I had ever heard of. You can
see it everywhere, airplanes by the score with underground pits. To my observation Germany is better
prepared [for war] today than anyone knows." When asked about war with France, he said that "several
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Emil Locher, ca. 1940
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influential people told him that they were not worrying about France, but Russia, her influence,
communism, and about possible bloodshed.
Locher returned to America by boat and said: "Glad to see the statue of Liberty, and I could have
kissed it as no one realizes how good a country we are living in until one visits other countries and sees
how the people live and exist. No wonder people call this 'God's country' where milk and honey flow;
so I am glad to be back home amongst my family and friends." Lynette Ackerman Sauder remembers
that her grandpa's ambition was to live to the age of 100 and to go around the world: she says that he
came pretty close to the first-dying at 96-and with all his travels to Europe certainly had accumulated
enough miles to have encircled the globe. And yet at the same time, Emil Locher was firmly rooted in
Peoria and in his business without ever losing his ties to Switzerland or the memories of his hard years,
and thus was always ready to help others.
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AVANTI - Albert Zeller's Road from Waldkirch/SG to Peoria/IL
Albert Zeller, a native of Waldkirch, a small town northwest'of St. Gallen in Switzerland, is, as
so many Swiss people, of small stature, is agile, and has a twinkle in his eyes behind the round glasses.
Seeing him and hearing him talk in his native Sankt-Galler dialect makes me forget that he has been in
this country for almost 40 years--he is still very Swiss, and yet has had a very American success story.
He was born in 1939 as the fourth of nine children of Heinrich Zeller and Emilie Haag in the
hamlet of Ebnet near W aldkirch where he grew up on a small farm. People used to say that his father
had more children than cows in his barn. His three older siblings Heinrich, Guido, and Agnes were all
just one year apart, while between Agnes and him there were two years-"! have always said that for me
it took two years," he says, and the next brother Leo was born just one year later. As a boy he was a
server in the church and spent some time in a Catholic school, Marienburg in Rheinegg in the Rhein
Valley, with a view of preparing for the priesthood. Yet Albert eventually decided not to continue in this
educational direction and instead to learn the trade of cheese-making.

For 1 1/2 years he was an

· apprentice in Zuzwil, SG, then another 1 1/2 years in Mosnang in the Toggenburg while getting his
professional schooling in the Kt1,ser Fachschule in Flawil, SG. Apprentices in this trade received one of
the best apprentice salaries of about sfr. 300, yet their work was hard as the milk came in seven days a
week and had to be processed, even on weekends.
As an apprentice, Albert still found time for hobbies and social activities: he was active in the

Catholic youth organization, the Jungmannschaft, played the trumpet in the local band and kept in shape
by being in the athletic club, the Tumverein. In Mosnang he also participated in plays. Getting closer
to receiving his diploma as cheese maker, he started thinking about what he wanted to do next. Of
course, he had to do his military service, the Rekrutenschule, but he also wanted to see something of the
world, had actually often dreamed about going to the United States. And he had heard that Toni Ziiger,
from Rohrenmoos near Bischofszell, who had emigrated to the United States, now owned a cheese factory
in Walnut, Illinois, about two hours southwest of Chicago. Thus he sent him a picture and asked whether
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he could work for him. Soon he received a positive answer from Walnut; then Toni Ziigler had to
promise that he would give Albert a job for a year "even if I were sick," while Albert had to promise
to stay in this job for a year. Thus, a possibility to go to America was available-but there was the matter
of the military service! He had to apply for a permission to go abroad and thus to delay his military
service. His father was not particularly keen on this idea and at first did not even want to sign his
application. But it became clear that Albert was not going to renounce his plan, and so the father signed,
but Albert had to finance this adventure all by himself. He paid sfr. 1,100 for his one-way airplane ticket
from Zurich to Chicago and after that expense, he had a total cash reserve of $65. 00 in his pocket!
On June 2, 1959, he left his native home-walked to the train station in Gossau with his mother
transporting his one suitcase and two bags on his bike. In Zurich his sister Agnes and her husband Max,
who owned a butcher shop, saw him off and gave him two salamis, and Albert put one into each of his
two bags, thinking that he would enjoy them on the other side of the ocean. At that time he had only
a scant knowledge of English, did not understand the forms he was given in the plane and thus had no
idea that he would not be allowed to bring the salamis into the United States. He flew from Zurich to
Lisbon, from there in 13 hours to New York, where the customs officers easily found his salamis and
immediately confiscated them, then to Chicago. Toni Zugler waited for him in Chicago with his own
picture, but Albert didn't see him, thus his name had to be announced over the loud speakers. At 9 p.m.,
after a two-day trip with a time difference of 7 hours, Albert arrived in Wal nut, and started working at
7 a.m. the next morning.

In Walnut he worked in the cheese factory, but did not make much money. At first, he was
fortunate to live with a coworker who had a car which Albert also could use, but when this coworker left
in November 1959, he had to buy one which cost him $900, a large sum for him at the time and so he
had to save up to pay for it. He mowed lawns and cut bushes for people to make some extra money "for
cash because I didn't like to pay 20-30% in taxes." Again he played in the band--for love of music as
well as for the fact that the players received $3.00 per hour for the 2-hour rehearsal on Wednesday and
the 2-hour concert in the town square in Saturdays.
Albert had thought that he would stay in the United States for about two years, but pretty soon
it was already three-1962-, and now the American draft board knocked on his door. He had always
known that he might be drafted; now he had to decide whether he would go into the American Army,
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Albert Zeller
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or go back to Switzerland and do his military service there, or whether he would go to Canada or South
America. Being already past the age where the Swiss do their basic training, he was not much attracted
by going back, nor did a move to another foreign country seem very inviting. So he felt he might as well
do military service with Americans.
When he had to appear before the draft board he tried, however, to play "a bit dumb": when they
asked, "Who does not understand English?" he raised his hand-though after three years he had learned
the language quite well. Then "they let me sit, and sit, and sit some more while everybody else was
called to see the doctors. When he finally was called, the doctor greeted me by saying, "So, Herr Zeller,

Wie gehts?" and he realized that it had taken some time to find a German-speaking doctor.
Albert did his basic training in Fort Knox, Kentucky, then Advanced Individual Training (AIT)
on tanks in Fort Irwin, California. This was at the beginning of the American involvement in Viet Nam;
some men volunteered for service there because it was well paid; though there was no draft for it yet.
Albert considers himself fortunate that he was not sent there. After he had completed his two years, he
stayed in California for a while, hoping that he might find ·a job there. He realized that life in "golden
California" was not easy, and when he applied in several places in Los Angeles for work, he was told
that just too many people came to "try out California" and then left again. One morning his phone rang
at 5 a.m., and it was Toni Ziigler-who didn't realize that it was not yet 7 a.m. in the West. He asked
Albert to come back to Walnut and become a partner and manager of a factory where Ziiger wanted to
produce frozen pizzas.
Back in Walnut in 1964, Albert started making frozen pizzas in an old meat market building.
He and two women made about 200-300 pizzas per day, and on the weekend he drove all over the
countryside to demonstrate their pizzas in the little towns around Walnut-La Salle, Peru, Sterling, Rock
Falls, etc. Again, the work was hard: he had to work three Sundays per month. On those Sundays he
would start working at 6:30 a.m., then go to church at 9 to sing in the choir, then went right back to
work. But the work and the promotion paid off, and at the end of 1965 they had 20 employees and made
4,000-5,000 pizzas per day. The pizza factory had four partners, Albert was one of them, but now
another dream, that of having his own business, did not let him rest.

..

Albert's brother Guido, who had come to Walnut in 1961, delivered cheese to many places in
the area, and among them was a small Italian restaurant-Lardano's-in Peoria at the intersection of
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University Avenue and Main Street, on the edge of the campus of Bradley University. The restaurant
was in some difficulties, did not have very high standards, and served mainly a student clientele from
Bradley. Albert saw his chance there: the owner was ready to make a deal, and let Albert work in his
restaurant on the weekends so he could get a feel for the business and "learn the restaurant business."
The first time he was there he washed dishes, observing all that was going on around him. Albert said
that with good observation, intelligence and some creativity, anyone could be able to look at such an
operation and detect its potential. This creative observation is something he is still looking for in
managers today, and he is saddened when he doesn't find it in people who do what they have learned but
don't perceive new possibilities.
In February 1966 Albert bought the entire inventory of the restaurant for $11,000, which was
a rather high price for what it was, namely, old! Two employees also came with the inventory, and one
of them, Marilyn, worked for Albert until the end of 1997. He had to rent the building from its owners,
the Joseph family, for $300 per month; he paid this rent until the mid-1970's, and for quite a while he
paid it in one-dollar bills because he had so many of them!
He started to operate the restaurant with two employees. Eighty to ninety percent of his clientele
were Bradley students; thus, he knew that summers would be very slow, since most of the students would
be gone. He used the first summer to invest all the money he had made so far into painting the restaurant
and making it more attractive. He couldn't really renovate it because the building did not belong to him.
Then in the fall of 1966 he changed the name to Avanti 's because the students often referred to the
restaurant as "The Drain," which was anything but a recommendation! Actually, one student looking for
work asked him whether he was "Mr. Ladraino." He felt that Avanti 's, meaning "forward," would be
a "simple, catchy" name; and he knew that "Zeller's" would somewhat clash with the Italian food he was
serving.
By the time Albert knew enough about Americans' taste in food to know that it would be very
difficult, if not impossible, to adapt Swiss food to the American palate. But Italian food was well known
and liked and lent itself to adaptations which could be prepared relatively fast and would be tasty,
somewhat special, and could be sold at reasonable prices. Albert says that his first priority was to "do
your own thing, to give good food and good service," and that by doing "things right up front" you will
make money. Time has proven him right: Avanti 's is to this day an excellent Italian restaurant known
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especially for its 'Gondola sandwiches,' made with Avanti 's own bread.

It is also known for its

reasonable prices, and any customer can count on friendly, good service.
During the first years in America, Albert had no money to go back to Switzerland; he went back
the first time at Christmas 1964, after he had finished his military service. At this time he started
thinking of marriage, too, and went to all kinds of dances, especially in southern Wisconsin, in the area
of Monroe and New Glarus. He says that he really went "a-wooing," did a kind of 'Schnupperlehre' in
looking for a woman who would make a good wife-what in Switzerland they call 'Brautschau.' For
years he had also had a dream--to buy a Thunderbird car, take it back to Switzerland and spend the
summer there driving around in his sporty car.

This dream became reality in 1967: he bought a

Thunderbird, drove it to New York and took a ship to Bremerhaven. On the ship he met two Swiss
businessmen from Oberageri who had first-class train tickets from Bremerhaven to Zurich. But when
they arrived in Germany, they exchanged the tickets and rode back with him paying for gas, food and
hotels for the pleasure of having this luxury ride to Switzerland. Of course, the driving didn't stop there
in Oberageri and Waldkirch: with his brother Leo Albert took short trips to Germany, Vienna and Italy.
And he also went to the places where he had worked in Switzerland, e.g. to Mosnang where they
had a special celebration that summer with dancing. There he met Edith Hollenstein, whose brothers he
had met years ago when participating in plays, etc. She was a medical assistant who worked in Zug
which, for Switzerland, was quite "far away." But she had come back to Mosnang for this weekend, and
they met, and they dated for the four weeks which Albert still spent in the country, then continued to
correspond after his return, and even made some very expensive phone calls.
When Albert went back to Peoria, his brother Leo came with him. Actually Leo was already the
third Zeller to go to America, since Guido had gone to Walnut in 1961 where he worked for about 10
years. At Christmas of the same year, Albert went back home again, and before the year was out, on
December 30, 1967, he and Edith became engaged. In the new year, Edith went to the evening classes
at the Migros school to learn English, and in April she made her first trip to Peoria to see where she
would be living. "This was a very difficult time," she says, "Albert was working all the time, I didn't
know much English and, of course, I didn't know anybody there." If she had doubts whether she would
really want to do this, they dissipated when the wife of Albert's neighbor took her under her wing and
introduced her to a little group of German-speaking women where she met a woman from the Canton of
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Bern. In May they both went back to Switzerland to complete the preparations for the wedding.
They married on July 8, 1968, in the church of Oberwald, where Albert had been a server as a
boy. "It was a Monday," which is an unusual day in Switzerland for a wedding-they are mostly on
Saturdays, so one can dance into the next morning, "but Max and Agnes owned a butcher's shop and had
to work on Saturday-so everybody else had to take Monday off to attend our wedding!" and the very
next day, Tuesday, they went to the American Consulate in Bern, to apply for Edith's green card, and
only then started their honeymoon.
On August 10, 1968, they left for the US, taking a boat from Le Havre to New York where Leo
had parked Albert's Thunderbird before going to the wedding. They had a big wooden suitcase, and it
proved very difficult to find a rack to transport this big thing on the roof of the car, and it actually had
to be tied to the rack with strings. For years, the wooden suitcase served the family for hiding Christmas
presents, but one year the key disappeared, so whatever was in there still is hidden.
This time Peoria was already somewhat familiar to Edith. Now she started working with Albert-a totally new type of work for the one-time medical assistant! She worked in the kitchen and as waitress
and says, "I never worked as hard as in that first year," and learned English quite fast. Albert was the
boss-was in the kitchen, made bread, pizza, did "everything". The business went well, they made
money-on Friday nights they were open at 4 p.m. to 2 a.m. and often made over $6,000, a sum no other
restaurant in the city made. They had good service and good food. Albert says that "good service" was
very important for the students. From 1966 to 1979 he never advertised anywhere except in the Bradley
University student newspaper, the Bradley Scout. And it didn't take too long before other people from
the town came to patronize Avanti's. The restaurant had no problems being full even though "we had
no parking spaces-people just had to park wherever they could."
This success was built on hard work. Albert worked almost every day from before noon until
the restaurant closed at 2 a.m. Edith says that "we had no time to spend money during the year," just
during the summer when they went to Switzerland. The IRS came to check out Albert's returns, because
they did not believe that he made so much money just with one business. In 1970, another Avanti 's was
opened in Normal, 35 miles east of Peoria, with Albert's brother Guido as the manager; Guido is still
in Normal, and bought the restaurant from his brother some years later.
In 1974 Albert tried out something new: he opened a Continental Cooking School in Chicago.
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This was an adventure, took him into an area with which he was not really familiar. But in Edith's
words, "it broadened Albert's horizons.

It was time that he saw something else besides Peoria."

However, the cooking school didn't become a real success, so he sold it in 1978 and today calls it a

Seitensprung (a marginal adventure).
Avanti 's in Peoria was going so well that Albert started thinking of expanding: in 1978 he bought
some land on Rockwood Road near Sterling Avenue and the Peoria's shopping mall and built a larger
restaurant there for about $800,000. People were very skeptical about this venture and thought he "would
never make it." Yet Zeller's business acumen was right: it was, and still is, a good location and was
profitable from the first day. In 1984 he opened a third restaurant in East Peoria; this one had a more
difficult start, because this was the time when Caterpillar had gone through a two-year strike which
depleted the pocketbooks of the workers in East Peoria and which forced Caterpillar to downsize for
several years. Even so, Albert says that he never had a real setback in his restaurant business, which
grew from one small restaurant with two employees into three restaurants with about 300 employees.
Another financial venture started in 1990 when Albert was a major investor and a member of the
board of directors for Peoria's Riverboat Gambling Casino until it was sold in 1996 to a company from
Las Vegas. And as in his youth, he has been active in many organizations: he was a board member of

the Illinois Restaurant Association and a member of the National Restaurant Association, of the Peoria
and the Illinois Chamber of Commerce. He is an active member of his Catholic parish and a member
of the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic Men's Association, and he is interested in fostering the arts in
central Illinois by supporting the Illinois Opera Company and the Illinois Ballet Company, among other
organizations.

As mentioned, Edith first worked in the business, but soon their children started arriving: Stefan
in 1969, Philip in 1971, Tanya in 1973 and Heidi in 1978. This was a full-time job, since Albert "was
always busy" and not home much except in the mornings. He says that he saw the children more when
they were small; once they were in school they had to leave before he would awaken after his late night
work. In these first years, Edith didn't get to know too many Peorians; she knew a few Swiss, and was
busy with the young children. Once the children started school, she became involved in all the activities
that go with it-being a room mother, baking treats, sitting on the bleachers and watching the girls in
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ballet. Since Albert was so busy, the raising of the children rested mostly on her shoulders, though
Albert participated when he could, and he was again more present when the children were in high school
and needed the father's presence.
Both say that they complemented each other-Albert did the business, Edith took care of the
family-and the many visitors they had from Switzerland. She understood his desire to work, and he
really appreciated her ability to manage the house and the children in an independent manner. He says
that in the hospitality industry 'weekends' are on Mondays and Tuesdays, and this fact can be difficult
for the family. Therefore, he has a deep appreciation for Edith's ability to deal with the difficulties his
job brought. Albert says that "without Edith's understanding I probably could not have accomplished all
that I did." And Edith says that there were many situations when they were invited, Albert had said he
would come with her, but then was unable to go-would she stay home? Or go alone? Wait for him and
go later, or not at all? This was not easy, but "we had a common understanding and were both able to
make the best of a situation." Often both of them would have preferred something else, but had no
choice.
Summers, however, were different. The family went to Switzerland, and once Albert was in the
plane, Peoria was almost totally forgotten.

In the early years "he even forgot to call and only

remembered on the way back that he had wanted to call and never did." As long as he had just one
restaurant, he felt totally free in Switzerland.
Edith adapted to all this with remarkable flexibility and flair-making the transition from a medical
assistant to a restaurant owner's wife and helper, from Switzerland to America, from a life shaped by
rural traditions to one in a new culture shaped by the demands of a successful business man. She says
that she is grateful to her parents that they let her go to this far away country, especially since she is the
only girl in the family. When she married, she was already 26, and this gave her a certain maturity
which she really needed to get through the initial difficulties which awaited her. In the first years she
hoped that they would return to Switzerland, since she had almost no American friends in Peoria and
didn't really feel 'at home'. The 1970s were the time when many Swiss came to Peoria to work at
Caterpillar for two years, and Edith at first always felt envious when these people-often families-would
go back. Later the tables turned, and she was glad that she didn't have to return when her new friends
left again.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1998

21

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 34 [1998], No. 3, Art. 4

36
The Zellers sent their children to Catholic schools, grade school at Holy Family parish, and the
high school of Bergan/Notre Dame. Being involved in these schools also provided much support for her
in providing a consistent discipline. She says that she always tried to be consistent in her actions and did
not demand anything of the children that she would not do herself. And she knew that Albert always
supported her in guiding and disciplining the children.
Today the two sons are in Albert's business, learning all its facets, while he is still in charge.
Albert is already planning the next expansion, which the sons will spearhead. At this point, he says, they
are simply concentrating on making sure that they have good employees and managers, and they are also
doing training manuals so as to have a sound basis and be ready when the moment for the next expansion
comes.
As it is not always easy for sons to find their niche in the business built and owned by a
successful father, the Zellers have become active in establishing a support group for people who own
family businesses in the Peoria area. Getting together and discussing common problems and solutions
can be a great help in facilitating a smooth transition from one generation to the next.

Albert and Edith Zeller are true Swiss-Americans: they are firmly rooted in their Swiss heritage,
take great pride in gathering all the Swiss of Central Illinois in August and lavishing their hospitality on
their fellow Swiss and their families. These get togethers include singing and harmonica music and a lot
of reminiscing about other Swiss in Central Illinois. With the realization of Albert's 'American dream'
and his financial success, the couple supports the arts in Peoria, especially opera and ballet, and thus
contributes to the city's flourishing cultural life.
Avanti seems a fitting word for the Zellers: they have come a long way, have always moved

forward on the basis of hard work and good values. Albert Zeller is convinced that "good food and good
service" and "doing things right up front" are the keys to his success. And he also knows that beyond
what one can accomplish with sound judgment and hard work, one needs not just a portion of luck, but
more importantly, the blessings of God.

This story was written by S. Marianne Burkhard, OSB, on the basis of interviews with Albert and Edith
Zeller.
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