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The summer of 1959 was an exciting time in Chicago.  Construction started on Marina 
Towers, the 3rd Pan American Games were held at Soldier Field and the Chicago White Sox 
were on a winning streak headed to the World Series.   In Homewood, residents were too 
busy to note as a young man took over a struggling pizza parlor on Ridge Road, the third 
owner of the joint in as many years.  That summer, little did anyone realize the new owner, 
Joe Aurelio, Jr., would make a success of the place and would eventually start a franchise 
of restaurants that now number 43 locations in six states.  

 
 

Joe at the original Aurelio’s 
Photo Courtesy of the Aurelio Family 

 

Joe Aurelio was born on August 20, 1932, the 
only child of Joe, Sr. and Betty Aurelio. The 
family lived in Roseland and Joe attended 
Chicago schools and graduated from Fenger 
High School in 1950.  After high school, Joe 
studied business administration at Thornton 
Junior College for two years until the army 
requested his service during the Korean War.  
Fortunately, the war ended during Joe’s basic 
training and he was assigned to duty at Fort 
Carson, Colorado, instead of being shipped 
overseas. 
 
 

On January 30, 1954, Joe married Anne Stevens and the following year, the couple was 
blessed with their first child, Sue.  After his enlistment was up, Joe returned to Chicago and 
began to concentrate on the needs of his growing family, which would include daughters 
Lori and Amy and son Joe.  He went to work for the National Cash Register (NCR) 
Company where he remained until June 1957, when he accepted an offer from his uncle to 
join him as a partner running a restaurant in downtown Macomb, Illinois.  It was in 
Macomb, at the Italian Village, that Joe got started in what would become a long career as a 
“pizza man.”    Joe often gave credit to his uncle by saying, “I learned the business from the 
ground up from a very good, but tough teacher.” 
 
After a couple of years in Macomb, Joe and Anne yearned to be back home in Chicago.  Joe 
decided to venture out on his own and, on June 15, 1959, he sold his part of the restaurant 
in Macomb to a cousin and explored the opportunity of buying a small pizza parlor in 
Homewood. The storefront restaurant located at 2041 Ridge Road had opened in 1957 as B 
& R Pizza, the namesake of owners Bennie Rinella and Ralph Hill.  In January 1959, Albert 
Bular took over and named the restaurant, A.B. Pizza.    
 
The early owners couldn’t seem to make a go of it and by the end of July 1959, with a loan 
of $2500 from the Bank of Homewood, Joe Aurelio completed the purchase of the 
restaurant and finished preparations to open his own pizza parlor. 
 
At first business was slow.  Joe had the help of Mrs. R.L. Kruse, but he still was “chief 
cook  and  bottle  washer,”  waiting  tables,  roasting  and  slicing  beef,  making pizzas  and  
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running deliveries too.  Joe continued to use recipes from his uncle’s 
restaurant and he would average only 6 or 7 pizzas a night.  Fortunately, 
his beef sandwiches were a much better seller and kept the business 
afloat. 
 
Aurelio persevered by working 7 days a week, building his reputation and 
customer loyalty day by day.  After a couple of years he tweaked his 
pizza recipe by making a few adjustments to the dough and cheese, and 
he began using fresh sausage rather than a pre-cooked variety.  These 
changes made quite a difference and business began to really grow. 
 
By the mid-1960’s customers were flocking to the little restaurant on 
Ridge Road and many times there was a line out the door to get a seat.  
Aurelio, realizing he needed to keep pace with his success, expanded into 
two storefronts located at 2045 Ridge Road, more than doubling the size 
of his restaurant. Despite the increase in square footage, the pizza parlor 
continued to be crowded with diners eager for an Aurelio’s pizza.   
 
 

 
 

 

This advertisement is from a 1968 Directory in the 
possession of the Homewood Historical Society. 

 

 
 

18162 Harwood Avenue before the1977 renovation. 
Photo Courtesy of the Aurelio Family 

The new pizzeria wasn’t the only way Aurelio sought to expand his business in the 1970’s.  In 1974, the first Aurelio’s Pizza 
franchise restaurant opened in Joliet and more followed.   Thirty-five years later, the newest franchise in Fort Meyers, 
Florida, opened on January 5, 2009, as the 43rd restaurant in Aurelio’s chain.   
 
The rest, as they say, is history.  After fifty years, Aurelio’s Pizza continues to be THE place for families from Homewood 
and the surrounding area to meet, celebrate and enjoy a good meal.  Sadly, Joe Aurelio, Jr. passed away on December 18, 
2001.  His son, Joe, runs the restaurant chain and continues to adhere to his father’s commitment to quality, service and most 
of all the generosity for which he was so well known. 
 
Today Aurelio’s familiar motto, “Tell ‘em Joe sent me,” represents Joe Aurelio’s legacy and indicates just how important he 
and his restaurant have been to our community.  Aurelio’s is pizza and Aurelio’s is Homewood!  We all look forward to 
another 50 years! 
 

Soon other pizza restaurants opened in town hoping to capitalize on Aurelio’s success.  One even located within a block on 
Ridge Road and boasted of radio-dispatched deliveries.  After a few years, even this upstart failed and Joe took over their 
space at 2021 Ridge Road for carry-out and delivery operations.  
 
Business continued to prosper and Joe made a bold move in 1976, by purchasing the old Superior Service Garage building at 
18162 Harwood Avenue.  The building, built in 1927, was vacant and had previously been an auto repair garage, cardboard 
plant, millwork, auto body shop and finally a bicycle shop.  Aurelio spent the next year remodeling the over 12,000 square 
foot structure into what he dubbed the world’s largest pizzeria with seating for close to 600 diners.  Despite suffering a heart 
attack in the process, Joe was ecstatic when the village issued an occupancy permit and the new restaurant was able to open 
on December 7, 1977.   
 
 

 
 

Artist’s rendering of 18162 Harwood Avenue location after the 1977 renovation. 
Photo Courtesy of the Aurelio Family 




