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Joshua Colón 

 

Interview Date: 12/08/08 

Location of interview: Pat’s Steaks, 1301 E. Passyunk Ave. 

 

Joshua is an employee at Pat’s Steaks. Born and rasied in South Philly. he is 22 years old 

and is of Puerto Rican and Italian background.  

 

Interviewer: Okay, great.  Okay, so thank you.  And I know you guys are busy, 

so I won't take up too much of your time.  Can you just tell me a 

little bit – you said you were born right near here.  Tell me a little 

bit about yourself and your family and how you got here. 

 

Joshua: My family was born on Fourth and Lithgow which is roughly eight 

blocks from here.  My grandmother had seven children and they 

were all Puerto Rican and Italian mixed, and my mother was the 

youngest.  My uncle, who works here, is actually the second 

youngest, and they really didn't have too much growing up period 

at all, and so my uncle worked here for close to probably going on 

20 years, 22 years.  

 

Interviewer: And he still works here? 

 

Joshua: And he still – he's downstairs now; he's the one that referred me 

over.  And he's the one that basically showed me that hard work – 

good things pay off.  South Philly is the predominately Italian area, 

but there are mixed races, Latinos, and they're obviously 

intertwined.  I'm Puerto Rican and Italian, so is my family.  

 

Interviewer: Is your uncle – what's your uncle's name? 

 

Joshua: Sammy Garcia. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  So he's been part of the whole history of [inaudible] for a 

long time, right? 

 

Joshua: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: And growing up, were there other Puerto Rican families in the 

area? 

 

Joshua: There were – yes, there were.  There were mostly Puerto Rican and 

black in the area that we grew up in – it was between Fourth and 
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Lithgow(?) and Fifth and Sigel, which is where my Puerto Rican 

side is from.   

 

Interviewer: And how about right here, Pat’s and Passyunk Avenue area very 

specifically, which is sort of what I'm looking at? 

 

Joshua: Yes, I have plenty of friends.  My cousin Emmanuel lives around 

the corner on Sixth and Federal.  He's is Colombian and Italian, 

and his father was actually from Colombia, came here.  Then not 

so longer later, I think he died, and then Emmanuel and his sisters 

and brothers and everything, they were still, like, floating around 

the area, but then the mother finally got the original house on Sixth 

and Federal.  

 

Interviewer: Do you have memories from being a child and coming – your 

uncle was working here then, [inaudible] walking around 

[inaudible]? 

 

Joshua: Oh, yeah, definitely.  I was always told why go to Geno's because 

my family worked at Pat's, and I never really actually ate one of 

their sandwiches because why go to Geno's when Pat's is free?  My 

uncle is actually part of this, and he always introduced me.  I've 

been coming around here since I was about god knows – eight 

years old?  Even younger than that.  I've been working here since I 

was 14.  I'm 22 now, so – 

 

Interviewer: How about not just in here but walking around the area, like East 

Passyunk? 

 

Joshua: Oh, well, he would always take me on tours – show me what 

actually happened in these spots.  Like this is where Rocky ran 

down, this is the Italian Market.  I always was aware of the areas, 

who derived from here, like Al Martino, Frankie Avalon.  He 

would always tell me stories about them guys.  Chubby Checker's 

– actually, his niece lived down the block on Fourth and Lithgow 

where my grandmother’s street was, so yeah. 

 

 My mother tells me stories of how she used to see the big, white 

Cadillac driving up the street when she was younger, sitting on the 

steps and stuff like that. 

 

Interviewer: Wow, that's really cool.  Philly, especially south Philly, has such 

interesting history.  
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Joshua: Yeah.  I guess that's probably what made me want to entertain 

more, too, because there are so many things coming out of here, 

including, like – Will Smith's from West Philly, but he 

predominately made stuff down here.  He made it big down here, 

rapping-wise and stuff like that. 

 

Interviewer: That's great.  How about the changes more recently?  How have 

you seen it change? 

 

Joshua: Well, I've been seeing way, way more Mexicans are actually 

coming in now, and South Philly was never really predominately 

Mexican.  It was Puerto Rican, Italian, and then Asian.  Now it's 

predominantly Mexican and Asian, and more Latinos, melting pot, 

we all float around, but yeah, I think of this as Little Tijuana now 

because I don't see anything but Spanish people around me 

anymore.  They're all little Spanish people – they're not big 

Spanish people. 

 

Interviewer: When I walk around the neighborhood, I see different markers that 

this neighborhood has.  There's Catholicism here because people 

have little figurines and things in the windows.  Are there things 

that you think of are specifically Puerto Rican or other markers in 

the neighborhood that remind you of the different ethnic 

backgrounds of people here? 

 

Joshua: Where would it be?  I know there's – I don't know where it is, 

exactly – there's more – there used to be a painting of Puerto Rican 

flags and Italian flags, and they were actually crossed in the 

middle, and I think it was inside of Kirkbride School.  I don't think 

it's there anymore, though.  And it would show all the mixtures of 

little kids and older kids holding their hands and showing them the 

way, and I thought it was because. 

 

 It summed up where we're from and what's around us.  It was 

actually Southwark, I'm sorry – Southwark School, not Kirkbride. 

 

Interviewer: Southwark School, okay.  And are you –  

 

Joshua: And that's on Eighth and Mifflin. 

 

Interviewer: And is your family Catholic? 

 

Joshua: Yes. 
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Interviewer: Were you raised Catholic?  Did you go to Catholic school?  

 

Joshua: I went to Catholic school for, let's see, kindergarten through fourth 

grade.  And then sadly, I was asked to leave in fourth grade 

because I was a bit of a problem child growing up and I didn't 

really get along with the whole being told what to do, coming 

down on you Catholic [inaudible].  I did it for a while, but I guess 

the method just didn't apply to me well, and the my mother 

eventually – in sixth grade she put me in public school. 

 

 Yeah, I grew up Catholic, I was baptized, confirmation, 

communion, all that.  

 

Interviewer: Okay.  And is that a place where –  

 

Joshua: And in South Philly, you have to be.  That's –  

 

Interviewer: You have to tell me what that means. 

 

Joshua: That's – well, Catholic, it's good to be Catholic, especially when 

you're from South Philly.  It's like Sunnyside(?) or Bronx Tale, you 

get to confess all your sins and you get to start over, and that gives 

you peace of mind.  You figure you do something wrong, you go 

to confession at the end of the week, tell the father, and vash! You 

get five Hail Marys, five Our Fathers, you're washed of your sins.  

At eight years old, it's a great concept.   

 

 And I guess we take that for – not that we take it for granted, I'd 

say we over – I can't find the word, I'm sorry.  We over – over use 

our – you know, over-abuse it. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  

 

Joshua: There we go, perfect – I'm sorry. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, that's fine.  So what do you mean by in south Philly you have 

to be Catholic? 

 

Joshua: Well, that's just how everybody was brought up.  That's just how 

everybody was.  We all went to church and even the families that 

weren’t Catholic wanted to be Catholic, but couldn’t be Catholic 

because they weren't baptized, so they still went to church, they 

still gave a donation, they still were a member of that parish. 
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 Parishes were real, like, strong when I was growing up.  I'm sure 

they're just as strong as they ever were now, if not more, but again, 

the Catholic religion is predominately what everybody in south 

Philly is.  

 

Interviewer: Okay.  What about coming together as you have – you're both 

Puerto Rican and Italian; some people are just Italian.  Like, going 

to church, and the Catholic church has people of different 

ethnicities.  Is that a place where it was –?  

 

Joshua: Well, what are you asking, was it – was there –  

 

Interviewer: Was it divided?  Or was it a place where everybody sort of went to 

church together? 

 

Joshua: I think it was a place where everybody got together.  Nobody saw 

any differences by that point.  I guess – I didn't see too much of the 

races clashing because they saw so many just integrating with each 

other. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  How about do you have memories from the past at all of 

feeling uncomfortable in certain places because you're Puerto 

Rican, or –  

 

Joshua: Yes.  Oh, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: What was that like, in what areas? 

 

Joshua: I've actually – well, I'm Puerto Rican and Italian, like I told you, 

and my mother actually owned a house on Eight and Oregon, and I 

lived there for a little bit.  And that area's, like, all Italian, but from 

Seventh and Oregon down, it's all Puerto Rican.  But from Eighth 

and Oregon, it's, like, all Italian.  Marconi Plazas, all types around 

there, and that's where I grew up – not grew up, grew up; I grew up 

down here.   

 

 But I basically grew up up there, too, because they knew who I 

was and all that.  But I remember many problems with Irish kids, 

Italian kids, where I've had to show my pride and just, like, cutting 

back down.  I've been jumped plenty of times and stuff like that, 

called names, all types of stuff, growing up.  
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Interviewer: Was it the same for you with – that was because of being Puerto 

Rican in an Italian neighborhood; sometimes those are the same 

being Italian in a Puerto Rican neighborhood. 

 

Joshua: In a Puerto Rican neighborhood, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: And so you have the same sort of struggles involved. 

 

Joshua: I was actually just from – like I said, I was from both.  I was really 

from both, so people say to me a lot – I know everybody in the city 

because of that.  I know all the Puerto Rican side and all the 

Italians, and people I don't know, the Mexicans and everybody 

that's coming in now, but they told me, yeah, that that was just the 

way it was back then. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, that would be a great screenplay.  Good luck with that. 

 

Joshua: Yeah, thanks. 

 

Interviewer: What about now that there are more Mexicans coming into the 

neighborhood and there's obviously been some press about that, 

like with the Geno's “only speak English here” and [inaudible] -- 

 

Joshua: Yeah, I'm totally against – I think that's completely ridiculous, 

really.  This is what this country was founded on – differences – 

and this is why we do this.  And some people take their job a little 

too seriously, and I think the owner of Geno's Steaks definitely 

takes it to the next level because he's predominantly Italian and I 

guess we're the lower class working steak shop.   

 

 We have the Mexicans.  We have Puerto Ricans.  We have the 

Latinos.  We have the Asians.  We have everybody working in 

here.  You look over there, all you see is predominantly white 

males, or white females, and that's just – I don't know, I guess it's 

how some people run things, but it's not the way things are 

anymore.  It really isn't. 

 

 And he's just trying to keep a grasp on the old neighborhood 

because that's his land and everything like that, and he just sees 

everything turning around him and it's driving him crazy – just 

completely crazy. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  And how about if we talk for just a minute about your 

family?  Do you know where in Italy your Italian side is from? 
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Joshua: Yeah.  My grandmother was Sicilian, and my grandfather was 

Puerto Rican.   

 

Interviewer: And do you have any memories of growing up about how those 

two things influenced your life?  Different foods or traditions, 

customs? 

 

Joshua: Oh, yeah.  On Sundays, we ate macaronis; during the week, we ate 

rice and beans.  My Puerto Rican grandmother would cook me all 

types of empanadas and [inaudible] and different stuff.  I knew 

what the different tastes were, and I just love both, and they really 

mesh well together for me.  I think it made me the person I am 

today. 

 

Interviewer: That's great.  Anything else about – like, what was your house like, 

growing up?  Did you have different things that were Italian or 

Puerto Rican at your house? 

 

Joshua: Yeah.  I've had Spanish spoken to me, Italian spoken to me.  I've 

been corrected in Spanish, corrected in English, like by my 

grandparents and stuff like that.  My mother was really proud – my 

mother, who's 50 percent – 50 percent Italian and 50 percent 

Puerto Rican.  I'm a little more – I'd be 75 and 25 percent -- Puerto 

Rican because my father was full-blooded Puerto Rican.   

 

 So my mother would always remind me where I am, who I came 

from, and my heritage, basically.  There were plenty of flags 

around the house and stuff like that – Santa Maria candles, beads, 

rosaries, but all within the same grasp, I guess.  

 

Interviewer: Did you grow up speaking Spanish and Italian? 

 

Joshua: Really, it never caught on like it should have.  My grandmother 

used to just speak it – Spanish – to me when I was younger, and 

my mother was afraid I wouldn't learn English.  But little did I 

know from being in school and stuff, I would have probably 

learned it anyway.  But I can make my way through a 

conversation.  I can't get in-depth dialogue in Spanish, but I can 

make – and Italian as well. 

 

 Not through – I couldn’t sit there and actually get in-depth, in-

depth; try to describe somebody or anything like that.  But I can 

make my way through a sentence and stuff like that. 
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Interviewer: Okay.  And so your grandmother was Sicilian. 

 

Joshua: Yeah, my grandmother was Sicilian.   

 

Interviewer: Is there anything specific about the fact that she's Sicilian that is 

different from other regions?  Did she look for people who were 

Sicilian over other areas? 

 

Joshua: Well, yeah, people look down on Sicilians because Sicily's the 

boot, the island next to the boot of Italy.  It looks like it's kind of 

getting kicked.  Like, people don't want to – it's getting kicked 

away.  It's closer to the bottom region, so people said that black 

people were – there are a lot of black Sicilians, and they're really 

dark, and you would never know, but they're Italian.   

 

 So that's why they were looked down upon.  Probably when she 

was growing up and stuff like that, she probably had to deal with a 

lot of immigration and, like, people not wanting to associate with 

her because she was Sicilian.  And that would be probably from 

Calabrese or somebody else – like, some other Italian ethnicity that 

just didn't agree with it and thought that little do they know, that's 

where the mob was formed and all that. 

 

Interviewer: Do you ever have any memories of being a child and hearing 

people say anything bad about Sicily? 

 

Joshua: Oh, yeah.  People –  

 

Interviewer: Or either that or [inaudible]. 

 

Joshua: Well, people used to call me all types of names.  I've gotten 

“spade”, which is Sicilian – I'm Sicilian and Puerto Rican; that's 

the closest thing to black you can get, especially to closed-minded 

Irish and Italian, who predominately only want to see their own 

kind.  And me – being Italian didn't really help me at that point, 

but it really made them see it in other lights.  

 

Interviewer: I mean, it's interesting too that you say that it was the closest thing 

to black because it does seem like there's quite a bit of racism in 

this area, the way that people talk about the different ethnicities, 

specifically African-American, black residents.  What do you think 

about that in this area and [inaudible]? 
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Joshua: I think it's getting – it shouldn’t be this close to home.  I think it's 

getting out of hand, and like I said, even with Joey Vento and stuff 

like that, owner of Geno's Steaks, he just looks down on that type 

of thing.  And I'm sure everybody has their own bad part, like, 

there are bad Puerto Ricans, there are bad Italians, there are bad 

black people, but you can't look at everybody the same way just 

because they're a different color, different race, or brought up 

different.  

 

Interviewer: And do you see a lot of black people right around this area, like 

around Passyunk? 

 

Joshua: Yeah, all the time – yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  And so that's [inaudible]? 

 

Joshua: I mean, it's not – it's more common than it ever was.  See, 20 years 

ago they couldn’t do that.  Ten years ago they maybe could have 

did it.  But now it's just – it's an everyday life.  Like, there are 

plenty of white people that walk through black neighborhoods 

now, and nothing happens, whereas versus 20, ten years ago, that 

would have been a serious problem. 

 

Interviewer: What would have happened?   

 

Joshua: Well, I think some serious damage would have been done to those 

people because there was just so much hate and anger back then, 

and people just didn't know how to – I don't know, get along.  

They really didn't want to, either.  It's not that they didn't know 

how. They didn't want to. 

 

Interviewer: And you – so you said you were jumped and it sounds like people 

couldn’t walk in certain neighborhoods.  Did you grow up 

knowing where the boundaries – like if you walk over here, it's not 

safe, if you walk –  

 

Joshua: I knew if where I was going, I knew if something bad was going to 

happen.  I knew if I walked with my girlfriend up towards, I don't 

know, I guess Sixth Street, little past Snyder, a little in between 

McKean, I knew it would not be a good idea, just period – it just 

wouldn’t be a good idea.  

 

 Because one, they'll be screaming at her. Two, they'll be saying 

something to me.  I'm talking in my younger years, not now.  Just 
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when growing up and stuff like that, I wouldn’t walk through 

certain parts if you had I guess a lady friend or somebody of a 

different ethnicity with you, even.  It just wasn’t a good idea. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  So this area is really marked by sort of territories and -- 

 

Joshua: Yeah, well, growing up it was.  Now, it's just you know that this is 

where we came from.  This is where the Italian side came from.  

This is where – yeah, we definitely know we're – now 

predominately Sixth Street and Fifth Street are predominately 

Asian and black now, which, like, 10 years ago, 20 years ago, they 

were Italian and Puerto Rican, and that's all that was over there. 

 

Interviewer: Thank you so much.  Do you have anything you want to add about 

ethnicity, immigration in this area? 

 

Joshua: I think there should be more open-minded people and people just 

stop looking at race and start accepting the fact that we're America 

and this is what we represent, when it comes down to it.  

 

Interviewer: How about any other stories, either recently or from the distant 

past of this area that you remember? 

 

Joshua: I remember – I really can't think right now, sorry. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  That's all right. 

 

Joshua: I just try to pour everything I had out. 

 

Interviewer: No, this is really interesting, and thank you so much.  I just like to 

ask if there's anything else that you thought of that I didn't ask. 

 

Joshua: We used to have league stickball games on [inaudible] flat, stuff 

like that.  Plenty of sports getting played in the area, growing up.  

Actually, different corners had different teams, so we played each 

other in everything.  And it took, actually, place right here on 

Passyunk because this was the only open field at the time would be 

right here on Ninth and Passyunk. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, nice. 

 

Joshua: So that's where all that took place.  Really wasn't organized, but we 

organized it.  It was all organized in a way, to our knowledge.  We 

didn't have jerseys or nothing, but we knew who was on whose 
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team and who was playing who on which day, and that's how we 

kept busy when we were younger. 

 

Interviewer: And that was – it went well?  It was a peaceful competition, or? 

 

Joshua: Well, there were times where people – tempers fly, egos clash, and 

that's just how it will get.  That'll happen between two same groups 

and two different groups every day.  Yeah, there were plenty of 

times where it went over well, so – 

 

Interviewer: That's great.  Okay.  Well, thank you again [inaudible]. 

 

Joshua: Oh, you're very welcome.  

 


