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Brilliantly displayed across the back walls of the restaurant is 
an eclectic collection of antique gages. 

The polished, stately instruments, many 100 years old or 
older, offer patrons a rare visual treat, but are also reminders 
of past technology – before the digital age – when shiny faces 
of gages once warned engineers and technicians if pressure 
was reaching dangerous levels. 

The collection belongs to the patriarch of 
the family-owned restaurant, Frank Colleli, 
who is by far the most unique attraction in 
the establishment. If you ask him about his 
gages, he will likely take you by the sleeve and 
lead you into the hallway outside the kitchen 
where gages line the walls. He’ll tell you a 
little something about each gage while busy 
wait staff maneuver around him balancing 
trays of spaghetti and lasagna.

GAuGING The pAsT 

Frank was a boy when he encountered his 
first steam gage. His father was a locomotive 
engineer and he recalls climbing up into the 
locomotive cab and watching his father work 
– and check the gages. 

As a young merchant marine, Frank was 
stationed in New Orleans. When he wasn’t 
on the ship, he worked at an antique shop 
on Bourbon Street. There he learned how 
to clean old and tarnished relics – a skill 
he has since mastered, as evidenced by his 
burnished collection. 

He later obtained a stationary engineer 
and boiler operator’s license. “Everything was 
run on gages. I was always looking at gages; 
had to check them every day,” he remembers. 
“They don’t make them like this anymore.” 

Step into Villa Nova Italian restaurant in 
Columbus, Ohio, and your senses come alive 
– from the savory aroma of pizza and pasta 
wafting from the kitchen, to the lively banter 
of loyal patrons gathered around tables. But 
there are a few more reasons – around 300 of 
them – why Villa Nova appeals to the senses.
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hOW IT ALL BeGAN

“When Frank does something, he 
does it 200%,” says Donna, Frank’s wife 
of 30 years. “It drives me crazy, but I do 
enjoy it.” And that’s a good thing, because 
it was Donna who unwittingly started 
Frank’s collecting. 

“I ordered a few antique copper tea 
kettles on Ebay then told Frank I’d like to 
have a few more,” she says. Those “few 
more” accumulated to over 350 copper 
tea kettles and 300 gages. The couple’s 
tea kettle collection is also on display in 
the restaurant and includes the world’s 
smallest tea kettle, which was made from 
a single penny and featured on PBS’ 
popular Antiques Roadshow in 2009. They 
also have an extensive collection of license 
plates. “If Frank had not discovered Ebay, 
we wouldn’t have half of this collection,” 
Donna says.

The first gages Frank bought were 
two 14” steam gages the seller claimed 
came from a paddle boat. They were 
placed over the entrance to the kitchen, 
where they remain, and his collection has 
grown from there. All types of gages are 
on display: steam, water temperature, 

air-water, pressure, altitude, locomotive, 
tank pressure, and compound gages. 
Some come from Great Britain and Japan.  

hANdIWORk

Ninety percent of Frank’s gages are 
in working condition – many due to his 
meticulous cleaning and repair work. “I 
strip apart every gage; each and every 
screw. I take it all apart. Then I polish up 
all the pieces and put them back together.”

On average it takes Frank two 
hours to thoroughly clean a single gage. 
If one has a hand missing, no problem: 
Frank cuts a fitting from metal Venetian 
blinds and affixes it to the instrument. 
He has six workshops at home where he 
painstakingly restores rusted, dull gages 
into bright pieces of art.

“I like to take things that are screwy 
and make them nice,” Frank says, 
glancing around at his treasures. “I look 
for old and different gages.” 

He also restores each copper kettle. 
Once a customer asked Frank if he 
“dipped” his kettles to get them shining. 
His swift reply: “You don’t know the half 
of it!

“See that kettle over there,” he says, 
pointing to a giant, cauldron-like kettle, 
“it took me three days to clean that 
cockroach!” The kettle was completely 
black and tarnished when he got it. Today, 
it is shiny copper, in like-new condition. A 
sign next to it says, “The world’s largest 
copper tea kettle.” 

“None of my gages or kettles will 
tarnish,” he explains. After going through 
several steps to restore the items to the best 
condition possible (often involving steel 
wool, acid, and a sander), Frank adds 2-3 
coats of polyurethane. 

The result? Preservation of 19th and 
early 20th century safety instruments rarely 
seen on equipment today. 

hAppy eNdINGs – 
ANd BeGINNINGs

In 1986 the Collelis sold Villa Nova and 
moved to Florida for retirement. Twelve 
years later, in 1998, they were wooed back 
to central Ohio by their son, John (who 
now runs the restaurant), to repossess the 
business. And that’s just what Frank and 
Donna did. 

“Frank’s not good at retirement,” 
Donna explains. Her husband, surrounded 
by customers who make it a point to greet 
him as they come and go, grins and nods 
at his wife’s surmise.

It’s not too surprising. When asked his 
philosophy on life, the 83-year-old quickly 
replies, “Keep going. Keep moving. Never 
sit in the cabbage.” 

– Frank Colleli

Frank’s gage collection is the featured 
backdrop of Executive Director David 
Douin’s picture in the Executive Message. 

“They don’t make them 
like this anymore.” 




