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A Tribute from the Book

To all who walk the path of food—the chefs, the grocers, the farmers, the cheesemongers, the line cooks, and the dreamers just opening their doors:

This story of Tony Di Cicco is not just a biography. It is a mirror. Look into it and see the reflection of your own long hours, your own calloused hands, and the quiet anxiety that accompanies every new venture. Tony’s journey was built not on a grand secret formula, but on the simple, profound truths that we so often forget in the rush of business.

He understood that a food enterprise is not built on transactions, but on trust. It is the sacred promise that when a customer walks through your door, you will give them nothing less than the truth—the truth of a product’s origin, the truth of its quality, and the truth of your own knowledge. Tony never sold an ingredient; he offered a piece of his integrity. He proved that the most powerful marketing tool is not a clever slogan, but education. He knew that when you teach someone why a certain olive oil is special or how to properly cook a risotto, you are not just making a sale. You are inviting them into a story. You are building a relationship that transcends price. You are creating a community that believes in what you believe. And above all, he demonstrated that this business, for all its focus on profit and loss, is ultimately a vocation of love. It is the love for the craft, the love for the land that provides the ingredients, and the deep, abiding love for the people who gather at the table—your family, your customers, your community. Tony’s legacy is a reminder that in a world of fast trends and faster food, the true pioneers are those who stand for slowness, for authenticity, and for the human connection that happens over a shared meal. Your work is not merely to feed bodies but to nourish souls. Carry that torch with the same pride, passion, and endurance.

A Final Suggestion from Tony

And to you, the reader, whether you are in the trade or simply someone who loves to cook for your family, Tony has one final piece of wisdom, offered with a warm hand on your shoulder:

“Don’t just eat. Taste. Don’t just cook. Connect.”

Behind every great meal is a story—of a family, a farmer, a tradition. Seek out those stories. Ask your grocer where the pasta comes from. Learn the name of the cheese. When you understand the journey of the food to your plate, every bite becomes a prayer of thanks. That is when you truly honor the work of everyone, from the field to your kitchen. That is where the real magic happens.

Antonio "Tony" Di Cicco Providence, Rhode Island, USA, 2025

Friends,

Anthony "Tony" Di Cicco celebrated his 90th birthday on October 4th 2025.

This is a small tribute to his enduring legacy.

The story begins on a warm May 20th in the Bay of Naples, Italy. The sun beat down on the passengers lined up beside the massive ship Cristoforo Colombo, all waiting to cross the ramp into a new life bound for New York City. Among them was a young Antonio Di Cicco, his heart likely filled with the potent mix of anxiety and hope that defines every great journey.

From this point on, we’ll call him Tony, the name he adopted in his new home. While this may seem like a classic immigrant tale, Tony’s story is unique—and you will soon understand why I felt compelled to write it.

The Cristoforo Colombo docked at Pier 42 West on May 28, 1955. Tony was 21 years old, armed with youthful energy, self-assurance, and a spirit undaunted by the unknown. His American dream took root in Rhode Island, where he first took on a series of low-paying jobs, from construction helper to jewelry polisher at UNCAS, a company owned by Italians who often hired their newly arrived compatriots.

The UNCAS headquarters sat at the edge of Rhode Island’s vibrant Little Italy, the neighborhood we know as Federal Hill. Like so many immigrant communities, it was a patchwork of the old world re-woven into the new—a place where language, tradition, and shared experience created a home away from home.

Life abroad was not easy. Integration, language barriers, and economic disparities posed daily challenges. But Tony, resilient and determined, found his footing. Excelling at the piecework system at UNCAS, he earned more than many of his peers. He secured a good apartment, and soon his mother and brother Carmelo joined him, partially reuniting the family. Only his father remained in Italy, working for the local municipality.

Tony was born on October 4, 1935, in the town of Sant’Ambrogio in the province of Cassino, in the southern part of the Lazio region. His early years even included a three-year stay in the city of Durazzo, Albania, where his father was stationed with the Italian government—a move that kept the family safe and together as the Second World War began.

One bright morning, Tony arrived at UNCASand noticed a sign on a blackboard: a food store on Federal Hill was looking for young, energetic Italians to work as stock boys. That evening, he visited the store. After an informal interview, he was hired. The store was Gregory’s Colonial Foods, owned and operated by Gregory Sabatini, and it specialized in basic Italian imports—cold cuts, cheeses, and dry goods.

A fixture on The Hill since 1920, Gregory’s served the culinary needs of a thriving community of 40,000 residents. The neighborhood was a bustling hub of food commerce, complete with butcher shops, ice cream parlors, and a daily outdoor market on Balbo Avenue where vendors sold everything from fresh chicken and fish to produce—an elaborate open-air supermarket where the sight of freshly slaughtered animals was a testament to a culture centered around food and family.

At the time, the selection of Italian ingredients was marginal. There was one type of olive oil, a few brands of second-quality pasta, and canned tomatoes of mediocre standard. The rich regionality of Italian cuisine had not yet arrived. Immigrants made do, adapting their recipes with what was available, giving birth to what we now know as “Italian-American cuisine.”

Tony worked long hours at the store, learning the trade and hoping to advance. Yet, he felt something was missing. Rooted in old-world tradition, he returned to Italy in 1961 to find a life partner. Through local connections, he met a young woman from the nearby farm town of Sant'Apollinare. Her name was Elina Costantino.

Angelic, beautiful, and timid, Elina was barely 17. With her father’s blessing, she and Tony were married in less than four months. She returned with him to the States, and together they started a family.

Meanwhile, Gregory’s Colonial Foods was doing well, but the aging owner was contemplating retirement. He had come to deeply value Tony’s sense of responsibility, discipline, and loyalty. He made Tony an offer: to purchase the business. After careful consideration, Tony agreed.

On July 1, 1969, the store at 311 Atwells Avenue was reborn as Tony’s Colonial Foods.

The early seventiesushered in a transformational period for Rhode Island’s food scene. A new wave of immigrants and a growing culinary curiosity among Americans created a demand for more authentic and exotic flavors. Federal Hill was booming, thanks in part to Mayor Buddy Cianci, who championed the neighborhood as a premier Italian-American destination.

Tony Di Cicco not only saw the change coming—he led it. He began traveling to Italy to attend food conferences and trade shows, seeking out the finest products. Soon, his shelves were filled with exceptional dry pasta, authentic San Marzano tomatoes, a stunning array of cheeses, regional olives, and the finest olive oils.

It was a gamble. Would the community, still cautious with its spending, embrace these high-quality, higher-priced ingredients? Tony bet on novelty and authenticity, establishing himself as an ambassador for true Italian flavor in Rhode Island. He paired premium goods with his deep knowledge of food history and geography, transforming Tony’s Colonial from a simple grocery store into an epicurean landmark.

Customers came from all over New England. Though initially cautious, Rhode Islanders eventually embraced the new concept with full support. Tony never looked to copy anyone else; he simply led his cultural train to the station. He was a pioneer, an undisputed leader who opened the doors for the food renaissance that followed.

His philosophy was simple and powerful: “Give customers the best quality and explain why. People want to be educated about food, and education has a value equal to quality. The two go together and cannot be sold separately.”

Many years have passed since 1969. Tony’s Colonial Foods remains at 311 Atwells Avenue. The business is now in the capable hands of his daughter, Adriana, who carries forward the same quality-driven philosophy. She can still rely on her father to open the doors at 8:30 AM, his schedule a little softer these days, but his presence as constant as ever.

Tony turned 90 this past October 2023. The journey that began with anxiety and uncertainty in 1955 has blossomed into an immeasurable success, one he shares with his omnipresent wife, Elina, who has stood by him through every season.

The American dream for a better tomorrow was not only accomplished—a lasting legacy was built. Tony Di Cicco is a true pioneer in Rhode Island’s food world, and this chronology is a small token of appreciation from all of us who make good food our life.
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The Heart of the Hill

If you walk down Atwells Avenue on Federal Hill in Providence, you will pass cafes, bakeries, and restaurants, each emitting its own delicious aroma. But there is one place, a cornerstone of the neighborhood, where the air itself tastes of history. Step through the doors of Tony's Colonial Foods, and you are transported. This is more than a store; it is a sanctuary of flavor, a living archive of Italian culinary tradition, and the life's work of a man named Anthony "Tony" Di Cicco.

For decades, the warm, familiar scent of aging prosciutto, wheels of Parmigiano-Reggiano, and barrels of olives has been a constant. It is the scent of Tony's dream, a dream that began over half a century ago and forever changed the way Rhode Island eats.

This book is the story of that man and that dream.

Long before "artisanal" was a trend and "imported" was a label sought by food lovers, Tony Di Cicco was a pioneer. With a quiet determination rooted in his upbringing in Sant'Ambrogio, in the Lazio region of Italy, he introduced a new standard of authenticity. He didn't just sell ingredients; he offered a piece of his homeland. He educated, insisted on quality, and built a legacy one customer, one meal at a time.

But this story is not just one of commerce. It is a story of family. It is about his wife, Elina, whose strength and partnership provided the foundation upon which everything was built. It is about his daughter, Adriana, who grew up among these shelves and now carries the legacy forward, blending tradition with a new generation's vision. The story of Tony's Colonial is, at its heart, the story of the Di Cicco family.

Within these pages, we will trace Tony's journey from the old world to the new, from a young immigrant with a vision to the revered patriarch of Federal Hill. This is a tribute to his hard work, his profound knowledge, and his enduring philosophy: that the best food is more than sustenance—it is a gesture of love, a symbol of heritage, and the truest way to bring people together.

So come inside. Let us walk past the hanging salumi and the crowded aisles, beyond the counter, and into the life of the man who made Tony's Colonial not just a landmark, but a home for anyone who has ever sought a taste of something real.

The Heartbeat of Providence

How Federal Hill Became New England's Italian Soul.

Follow the scent of baking bread and simmering tomatoes. Listen for the lively mix of Italian and English, the laughter spilling from a café, the crescendo of a Verdi aria from an open window. Walk beneath the great bronze Pigna—the ancient Roman symbol of welcome and abundance—and you know you have arrived. This is not a postcard from the old country. This is Federal Hill, the vibrant, beating heart of Italian America in Providence, Rhode Island, and a testament to the enduring power of a dream forged by immigrants.

From Pasture to Port of Call

The story begins not with espresso but with enterprise. In the 19th century, this "West Side" hill was home to Yankee farmers and a wave of Irish and Scottish newcomers. But as the Industrial Revolution boomed, a new tide of hope washed ashore. From the worn-out farms and economic hardship of Southern Italy, they came—from Campania, Abruzzo, Calabria, and Lazio. They arrived with little more than a sturdy work ethic and a profound devotion to family, their suitcases packed with intangible heirlooms: recipes, traditions, and a fierce desire to build a better domani. They found work building the city, laboring in its mills, and they built a community. By the early 1900s, Federal Hill was a vibrant, crowded, and overwhelming paese. The air was thick with the sounds of pushcarts on cobblestone and vendors calling out in a dozen Italian dialects. Balbo Avenue became a sprawling open-air market, a chaotic symphony of fresh produce, hanging cheeses, and live chickens. This was no quaint ethnic enclave; it was a gutsy, self-sufficient world where the old ways were not just remembered but lived.

The Society and the Sanctuary

In this new world, two institutions became the bedrock of life: the church and the society. The Holy Ghost Parish (later Our Lady of Mount Carmel) became the spiritual anchor. It was here that baptisms, weddings, and feast days were celebrated, where the familiar rituals of the homeland provided comfort and continuity. The grand Feast of Saint Joseph and the procession of Our Lady of Mount Carmel transformed the streets into a river of faith, color, and communal pride, a tradition that continues to this day. Alongside the church, the società—mutual aid societies based on one’s native village—offered a safety net. For a few cents a week, these societies provided a doctor, a funeral, and a measure of security in an often-hostile land. In the smoky backrooms of these clubs, deals were made, politics discussed, and homesickness cured with a glass of wine and a game of briscola.

The Phoenix and the Pine Cone

The mid-20th century brought challenges. The Great Depression, World War II, and the slow creep of assimilation tested the neighborhood's cohesion. But the spirit of the Hill was resilient.

Then came the resurgence, championed by one of Providence's most complex figures, Mayor Vincent "Buddy" Cianci. With a showman's flair, Cianci branded Federal Hill as "the most Italian place in America." In 1997, he presided over the installation of the now-iconic arch and bronze pine cone over Atwells Avenue. The Pigna was a masterstroke—a symbol straight from the courtyards of ancient Rome; it declared this neighborhood a place of welcome, warmth, and abundance. Under this banner, Federal Hill evolved from a local secret into a national culinary destination.

The Culinary Revolution

But the true architects of the Hill's modern soul were its food pioneers. They were the ones who transformed the neighborhood from a market serving the community to an epicurean landmark for the entire region.

Men like Anthony "Tony" Di Cicco, who took over a modest grocery, Gregory's Colonial Foods, and turned it into a temple of authenticity. He didn't just sell olive oil; he educated his customers on the virtues of extra virgin from Puglia versus Tuscany. He traveled to Italy, seeking out the finest San Marzano tomatoes, the most delicate prosciutto di Parma, and the most pungent pecorino. He gambled that Rhode Islanders were ready for the true taste of Italy, and he won. His store became, and remains, a culinary touchstone—a place where the philosophy that "food is love" is practiced with religious fervor.

Today, the legacy continues. The passeggiata—the traditional evening stroll—is alive on Atwells Avenue. Grandmothers in smart coats window-shop alongside hip couples heading to restaurants, pastry shops, and enotecas. The clatter of dishes from legendary red-sauce joints mingles with the modern beats of sleek cocktail bars. It’s a living neighborhood, not a museum.

Federal Hill is more than a collection of restaurants and shops. It is a living chronicle. It’s the story of immigrants who carved out a piece of home in a new world, of their children and grandchildren who built upon that foundation, and of all who are drawn to its irresistible energy. It is a story of faith, family, and food—a triumphant American saga, told with a distinct and passionate Italian accent.

Federal Hill, Providence: Key Historical Dates

1636: The Founding of Providence

Roger Williams establishes Providence on land purchased from the Narragansett tribes. The area that would become Federal Hill was originally wooded land on the "west side" of the Providence River.

Late 1700s - Early 1800s: The "West Side" Develops

The area begins as farmland for Providence's early settlers. The name "Federal Hill" itself is believed to have originated from the patriotic fervor of the Federalist Period following the American Revolution.

Mid-1800s: First Wave of Immigration
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