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Author’s Note


THIS BOOK EVOKES a period in time. It is a first-hand account of life in one immigrant family and a portrayal of the changing Scottish Italian community in Edinburgh over a forty-year span. Together with English, the rich dialect of Viticuso, which I spoke with my grandmother, was a mother tongue and I have offered some insights into the relationship of Italian Scots with that language. I hope that I have both paid tribute to that raw language of intimacy and humour and encouraged others to own and be proud of that fine legacy.


As I write, universal concerns about immigration and the movement of people dominate world politics. I explain from my experience of racism after World War Two, that integration is often painful and challenging with regard to family and social relationships; and how the exclusion of one group by another dominating culture can breed a potentially dangerous counter offensive. It leaves many of us affected by it, dislocated, damaged and disoriented.


This is my story about finding my identity through my gradual distancing from the background of loss and alienation that I grew up in. It is a tale of strength, self-belief and optimism.


Anne Pia




Openings


A Complicated Relationship with Milk


I HAVE ALWAYS had a complicated relationship with milk. My ways with it are erratic. There are the obvious connections linking it with maternity and nurturing of course. You may know of the intriguing mythology surrounding the pagan goddess Brigit of Kildare. Her popularity to this day in Ireland almost equals that of Mary. Brigit was the Sun Goddess, a warrior maiden, a symbol of sexual purity, and came to be associated with the milk of cows, the sacred food of the Celts. So great was her popularity that she was finally imported into the Christian canon. She has become a symbol of the transition from paganism to Christianity. However, my revulsion at milk, which is neither consistent nor universal, has no underlying meaning; there is nothing to be read into it since I had no difficulty whatsoever with motherhood or indeed with Brigit or those issues which I see as choice, for sexuality and purity are elective. Nor has it anything to do with taste; no, my lack of predictability with milk, the ability to drink it with coffee but never on its own and absolutely never in tea, goes back to my childhood.


From Bruntsfield Links to my convent primary school in Edinburgh was a ten-minute walk. It was my most anxious time of the day, except maybe when my mother herself was anxious, uneasy or distracted, which was really always. That is how I remember the mother of my childhood. And so, like her, I spent my days with a low level feeling of disquiet which I at least knew had nothing to do with me, but which was heightened first thing in the morning.


I also knew not to be obvious. There were more important things going on which I was not to interrupt. My nights, when darkest thoughts are made material and when we can pinpoint exactly what we are most afraid of, were easier than daytime. At night, I was able to surface. The fear of balconies crashing to the ground in a theatre, of being bombed by jets overhead or of the sea engulfing and choking me, those things came later.


My earliest memories are of life in our second storey flat in Morningside opposite the Plaza dance hall, where we – my mother, father and I – lived with my grandmother. It was her house and she always told us so. There were two double beds in my mother’s bedroom and I shared one of them with my mother. I felt no anxiety at night, except maybe occasionally at the unexplained empty bed across the room.


My first day at school was in September 1954. On that first morning, I was led through the dark oak-panelled corridor of a Victorian house. There was a stairway that curved all the way up to a window and another floor, a long mirror at one end and a glass-panelled door leading to the front garden at the other. I can never remember that door being open. We generally came in at the back, through the playground, where the cloakrooms were and the little window where at break time the nuns sold tablet, a Scottish sugary favourite best eaten, in my view, when it had failed and was soft and sticky.


A nun, my teacher for the year, all in black, her tight small features made even less appealing by the stiff white surround of her wimple, and whose tone was more suited to litany than light conversation, took me to my desk in the second row of a room full of children of my age. I was given a slate and chalk to write on; there was an inkwell; the desks were attached to the wooden seats and so the positioning was fixed. We went to the classroom door to say goodbye to my mother and she pointed to a throne-like seat outside the room, saying she would wait for me there until the break. I saw crates of small bottles of milk beside the throne. When break came, I ran to the door to check if she was still there. She wasn’t. I was lost, maybe in some ways lost well into my adult life, and certainly to milk.


From then on, every morning as we crossed the links, me in my not one but two pairs of knickers, one white and one navy with a pocket, lumpy in navy gabardine stretched tight over my blazer, laced brogues to correct flat feet, I cried, retched and vomited all the way to Whitehouse Loan, my mother hurrying me along. I could do nothing to stop it and it was important, I knew, not to hold my mother up but to keep going.


When the milk crate was brought into the classroom at break and placed at the French doors to the convent garden, I had to struggle not to bring attention to myself by being sick in front of my classmates. Along with the nausea at the sight and smell of the milk, was the cracked green crust under the nose of the girl next to me; the sight of the slipper, used only on the worst-behaved boys; the daily use of the ruler; and the confusing practice the teacher had of choosing someone to sit on her knee for some time during the afternoon lesson. I guessed this signalled good temper and a trouble-free rest of the day.


A woman who witnessed the spectacle of our halting pathway across the grass every day, once said to my mother ‘I don’t know how you have the heart to take her to school.’ On a few occasions I did make an effort with breakfast, usually porridge, but it came back up soon enough and so I stopped having breakfast completely. That morning feeling of faint nausea, together with an anxiety that might arise at any time, sometimes for no reason, have accompanied me for much of my life and only in more recent years have early-morning avocado, eggs, toasted artisan bread and crushed tomatoes with olive oil become a real pleasure.


In writing this book, I have been inspired by Elena Ferrante. In her Neapolitan novels, she writes about the lives of people living in a suburb of Naples and their struggle to make something of their lives… there were those who stayed and those who left… those who returned and those who stayed away, never quite able to shake off their origins. What they had come from continued to threaten to repossess them at every crossroads, at every high and especially at every low, at each failure and success in their lives.


I don’t know what it was that made life in my Italian home in Edinburgh in the post-war years so raw, so relentless, merciless and destructive, so deadening to the spirit, to love and joy. It seemed that every area of one’s life was a family affair to be considered, approved or not; intrusive, judgemental and directive. The power in my home resided in the matriarch, my grandmother, and her son, Enrico (Rico), both of whom monitored, allocated, punished, and schemed. My mother was a servant to their plans… a pawn really, her life nothing but a strand of family business, her marriage partly destroyed by them and partly by her own bid for freedom from the family system. Yet my mother herself (maybe with age came regression), sought to reel me back in to what she herself had desperately tried to escape.


The memories of those dark early years are of frustration at my powerlessness; of indignation at my mother’s subservience, head down, bending to the will of her brother, chastised for not; a childhood of fear; of physical violence; of a grandmother wary and cunning, rosary in hand, candles in her bedroom, who both loved and cursed; and who beat her head on the wall to bring about angina attacks when thwarted. She was a woman of great physical strength who could throw Ernestina, an Italian cousin who came to help in the house, to the ground and upturn an entire set table minutes before Christmas lunch. Rico was an uncle who slapped his sister, my mother, then wept. He was violent to his son to the point where police were called to our house in Bruntsfield. He and my grandmother were suspicious, always watchful of my mother because of her glamour, her makeup and free spirit… na puttan, slut, were words I knew well.


I saw it all, and I wanted to leave it all behind… the system, the family, the values, the insidious control of spirit and aspiration; the robbing of us, the new generation, of what it was to be young and hopeful… to be happy. There was no happiness there in that tragedy. I remember no laughter around my grandmother, only secrecy, subterfuge, pulsating resentments.


Chi pecore se fa, gle lup’ se la magne, act the sheep and the wolf will eat you. So I did leave it behind through my education, an advantage my mother struggled hard against that system to give me, and my own ability and skill not only to thrive at school, at university, but to seek and know those who could inspire me, give me the gifts of culture, music, and poetry. And I connected, clung to and learned from them, and in their company I lived and breathed, was able to move away. In their orbit I embraced and developed with them, values very different from where I had come. I held these values close, silently, and I rarely challenged the family structure. I just determinedly moved away with each step I took and throughout my life, even into my sixties, I have lived those values and dropped almost every family connection: the lifestyle, mindsets and values which my southern Italian family and the Italian community stood for.


My marriage was to be I thought, a definitive final ascent from that ghetto; a positive move, together with my husband, to create something of ours; our joint desire to leave the family, the system, and create our own professional, liberal lifestyle of equality, refinement, culture and the arts. I had a vision of a professional couple sharing, growing and learning every day; with each new baby and each new career move, gaining distance from where we had been; putting that repressive, gut-wrenching old order based on survival in different times and a different context – the village, the war – behind us. Indeed I saw us criticising, challenging and despising what it had tried to do to each of us. And I saw an intelligent, artistic lifestyle, a family thriving within it, a life of gentle art and ideas, of idealism and creativity. I also know that increasingly in my years after school when I chose an honours degree, a career in secondary, rather than primary teaching, which my uncle tried to persuade me into; when I went to live in France, got married, got pregnant; had one, two and then a third child; when I left the classroom, went to work in Glasgow; made career moves which involved daily commuting to places other than Edinburgh; when I began to argue for the ordinary people, assert women’s rights – I know that I became someone my mother no longer recognised. While she was always proud of me, she didn’t know me… could not reckon with me. She would look at me in a puzzled way. It was as if she had never taken account of the energy and vision that I had been covertly nurturing all my childhood years. Here I was, hers, and yet very much not hers.


What Ferrante brings out in her books about Naples, is that whether you stay within the system, the ghetto, or leave, grow, become a respected and successful professional, the ghetto never quite leaves you; and those who were there with you, those who travel away from it with you, will always treat you as if you are still both in the potato fields of your origins, the stables you shared with your animals. The same rough, disrespectful language; the same roles and the same pecking order. A doctorate you may have, a respected role in society you may hold, but in that vice of the old ways, of gl’ Vtratur, and those of gl’ Piciniscar (the languages and ways of Viticuso and Picinisco) you are as you were.


In order to hold on to where I have reached, the life I have made, in order to maintain my construct of self, hewn out of distress and insecurity and the omnipresent light of the goal I seek, I have to keep that distance. And in doing that I am always conflicted. Increasingly as years pass, I yearn for home, the home of familiar, of ordinary, of history, of my dialect, of the customs I knew and the syntax and cadencing of those who went before me. But I know and fear that in embracing them, in that homecoming, I will sacrifice a life’s work and deny all I saw and hoped for at the outset; and I know too that for those who stayed, and for those who came even a little way with me, who left only for a little while, I will always be nothing but a woman they think they know, rather than the conflicted achiever, the constant pilgrim that I am.


Wolfgang Tillmans, Turner prizewinner and German cult artist, whose work I discovered very recently, describes his work as a series of constellations of pictures, a way of seeing the world, not in a linear order but as a multitude of parallel experiences. I have taken a similar approach in this book. It is not a chronological account of my life. There are many aspects which I have not included; some questions are left unanswered. In each of the chapters I have tried to represent that ongoing dialogue between the experiences of my past, my present and who I choose and want to be; to indicate the competing forces that have led to certainty and doubt in my journey; and to offer insights into the influences of these on my self-making and self-actualisation, leading to who I am now.


Every experience is continually present in my life. Certain of these life events and people have been significant in taking me forward. In this account, backlighting those key influences and influencers, like players on a stage awaiting their cue, indicates their significance and their role; highlights and more specifically spotlights, bring increasing focus. Footlights signal an ending.




Backlights – Backdrop to My Life


Where it All Started: Viticuso, Lazio, Italy


MY STORY STARTS in a place I have never lived in, a place I have visited as a tourist only. Viticuso, the home of my grandparents. This visiting of Viticuso, in the Province of Frosinone, and Italy more generally, has always been a disconcerting experience… knowing at a glance the spirit and instincts of people you meet, the familiarity of a mannerism, a look, a jawline, an emotional stirring, the strongest urge to reach out as if to your own, tear at barriers that upbringing, history and geography have created.


Viticuso and the Lazio region of Italy were badly affected during World War Two. The monument Mamma Ciociara, reaching out from the Rocca di San Pietro in La Ciociaría in Central Italy, is the region’s tribute to the thousands of women aged eleven to eighty-six who were dragged by the hair like livestock, beaten and then raped by Les Goumiers, Moroccan auxiliaries in the French army. It is also a memorial to the eight hundred men shot, stabbed and cut down as they tried to defend their children, wives, daughters, mothers and sisters. Though in fact, when there was a choice and despite the pleas of mothers to offer themselves and spare their children, the preference was always for the youngest of the families.


Accounts of that May night in 1944, the night of the Allies’ victory at Montecassino, describe animal screaming across the Lazio area, as village after village came under the control not of Americans bearing candy for the children, which was what they expected, but of Moroccan troops as they swarmed across the countryside, leaving bloodied devastation behind them.


Silvio Palombo, a local resident, described the experience:


Portavano delle tuniche, così, di tutti i colori. portavano dei capelli lunghi, sporchi, in un modo che non sembravano nemmeno truppe, sembravano gente raccattata. Noi stavamo as pettando gli americani, la cioccolata. Quelle grida che ho sentito io quella notte, erano un’inferno, un inferno dantesco. Sembravano quelle belve che sbranavano gli animali… quella notte fu terribile.


They wore tunics, of all colours, had long hair. They were filthy and didn’t look like troops at all. They were like jail breakers, criminals. We were expecting the Americans, chocolate… those screams that I heard that night… it was like hell… a scene from Dante’s inferno. The sounds were like animals howling… it was a terrible night.


Often women were taken by two soldiers, sodomised and raped at the same time. Many women died as a result of those attacks.


The monument in Castro dei Volsci, where seven thousand civilians, including children were raped, is both sensual and ethereal; is like a spirit rising untouched from the battered bodies of these brave women: Mamma Ciociara in continual flight across the hillsides of that proud land, her womanhood ever and only hers.


Viticuso was one of those villages. It had originally been founded in medieval times by the monks of Montecassino to provide the abbey with supplies. Montecassino itself was a key stronghold, eight hundred metres above sea level on the Gustav Line separating Nazi and Fascist Italy from the Allied advance from the south. The outcome of the 1944 battle would determine the outcome of the war.


It was this village, Viticuso, which produced Paolozzi, Cocozza and Mario Lanza, my relations, the artists, singers and musicians, so heralded and honoured in the post-war era. It was this village, so uniquely bound up with the fate of Montecassino, which my grandparents left for Edinburgh in Scotland, in the belief that, as in America, the streets were ‘paved with gold’.


I have only become aware of what it was like to live these events in Italy late in life. I had known the story of those who left Italy, the struggle of my own family settled in Edinburgh since 1913 and those like them, Italians across Scotland, after Italy entered the war. I found the accounts by chance, have been shaken by them. But later came the slow realisation of what it had been like not only for those Italians, my mother, grandmother and grandfather, treated as enemy aliens, but also for those relations who stayed behind: the imposition of German soldiers on their homes and frugal supplies, the daily shelling and bombardment of Montecassino, gunfire, aircraft, bombs, grenades, soldiers on motorbikes, soldiers on the hills, soldiers marching. The rubble that Cassino itself became, and the Marocchinate as those violent events, principally against women and children, came to be called.


Reading about that history, and hearing interviews with those who remembered, brought to mind from years back a photograph in a Sunday newspaper: a deserted expanse of land, dust, stones and plaster; in the centre of the photo, a man and a little boy walking hand in hand along what had once been the main street in Cassino.




The Night Neighbours Became the Enemy


MUSSOLINI DECLARED WAR on Britain and France on 10 June 1940. My mother, Cristina Rossi was ‘minding’ the family café in Edinburgh’s Leith Walk on her own that night. The family had made its pilgrim way from the Bonnington area; from selling ice cream from a barrel, from living in the back shop, to setting solid foot on Victorian Leith Walk. For immigrants, ‘arriving’ was to be located in Edinburgh. The nearer to that border between Leith and Edinburgh, the more successful a family saw itself to be. So, in the good Italian traditions of bella figura… how we present in the world, the orange boxes in the back of the Bonnington shop were replaced by beds for the children in a flat above Shrubhill Café. My grandmother Maria, Mariuccia, Mary, Mrs Rossi, indeed, ‘The Duchess’, took to wearing satin overalls behind her shop counter and white gloves for shopping trips to Darlings of Edinburgh or a trip to Peebles in a taxi for a two week break at the Hydro. She had acquired the manner and dress of a lady. She wore them with dignity.


Business, even for a summer’s evening, was slow and my mother, aged twenty-three, was staring out of the shop window. She was a dreamer, given to getting absorbed in her thoughts, standing gazing at her reflection in the glorious gilt mirror in the back shop. If her mother caught her, she would thunder towards her, screaming oaths about gutters and poorhouses, grab her, not always by the hair, and propel her to the door and the common stair leading to the shop where she was meant to be. To her mother’s mind, any inactivity, and by that she meant reflection, dreaming, reading, signalled laziness.


My mother craved music all her life. At Mass, she sang the Latin responses in the manner of Billie Holliday. She went from thumping away on wood, all the while crooning to herself and imagining she was Bessie Smith, to later undertaking marriage to a saxophone player, Alec Argent, my father (talented, but a devoted drinker, which finally ended both his promising musical career and their marriage). Her most provocative habit was to play a dumb piano on the flat surfaces of the outers of sweets or boxes of wafers. It fell to Louise, her elder sister, the more practical of the two, to undertake most of the housework. Monday was family washing day. Louise was kept off school to fulfil the task. I can never remember, nor did I hear any tale of my grandmother doing housework. She was devoted to her shop and her till; a fine role model for the strong career women who were to succeed her. This enforced absenteeism from school for Louise, the denial of music for Cristina and the privileges given to their brother Rico, proved toxic for years to come. Louise, who died in her fifties of overwork and stress, but mainly of the worry that her realism and wisdom brought, never learned to read and write well. Rico had learned from what he saw daily and physically abused any female family member who did not do his bidding, including their and our poor ‘Italian girls’, home helps from Viticuso, me, and his depleted wife.


My grandmother’s mood was often dark for so many reasons, but mainly because she never totally fell in love, I believe, with my grandfather. She had turned down Tony, left behind in Viticuso. Disillusioned maybe with marriage, the daily struggle of city life, a new language, and ways of being, anything that annoyed her would cause a violent scene, a hard slap on the face; normality among Italian families of the time. She was generally fearsome and it was hard to imagine her in any kind of delicto which led to her three children. She had her own view of men, there to serve her, there to obey but constantly seeking sexual satisfaction. There had been family secrets of her poor dishevelled husband, Emilio, appearing in his son’s bedroom in the middle of the night, torn nightshirt and face bloodied in response to an amorous advance. While sex was by all accounts mostly denied, his wife became increasingly obsessed with where else he might be satisfying his ‘animalistic’ impulses: ‘Men’s dirt’ she would say. However, my grandfather was in fact quiet, gentle and mild; a timid and sensitive man; loving, hard working and dutiful, especially to his wife. My mother was without any doubt his favourite. They were similar in temperament and she was both proud and vain, thereby charming her long-suffering father. She and her father, in tacit agreement and with the minimum provocation, rode the roaring storms of Italian life in a Scotland-based home with a mix of humour and resigned detachment.


On that summer’s evening at eight o’clock, the phone rang. A voice my mother didn’t recognise said ‘Cristì’, get out of there now. There’s a mob movin’ up the Walk and they’re smashin’ up a’ the Italian shops. I’m no jokin’ with ye… get out! We’re at war wi Britain e chiam’ a Di’ ch’ c’aiud’, may God help us now.’


Shaken and bewildered, my mother rushed out of the shop. Just as she got into the stair to their flat and closed the door, she heard the first sounds of breaking glass.


One of her greatest pleasures had been to collect and play jazz records in the café, which was open until late at night. People would come in out of the cold for a bit of fun; a bit of cheer during the deprivations of wartime. They wanted their coffee, Russian teas (tea in a long glass with a slice of lemon) or plates of hot peas and vinegar, which were popular at that time. Peas were not rationed after all. Once the music started from the old gramophone, people got up and started to dance; the quickstep, the hop and the waltz, if they were feeling a bit sentimental. Many a romance was begun in Shrubhill Café; many a falling for polka dots and silvery moons. For those were the days of the Bobby Soxers and a brilliantly fresh Frank Sinatra with a technique honed from the Dorsey horn and the dreams of a young going-places Sicilian. They were the days of the rough-smooth voice of Billie Holliday and the ephemeral and ‘divine’ ( as my mother called him) Glenn Miller, his newly released ‘Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree’ and ‘Moonlight Serenade’ breathlessly brought in by Rico or her cousin Ernie Rossi, newly married with a shop in Loanhead.


My mother used to say that those were the happiest days of her life and I do believe it was an era of romance stolen at a time of fear, sweetened by uncertainty and inevitability; but it was a strange thing to say nonetheless, since the country was at war. And that night, her most treasured possessions, her jazz collection, along with the carefully polished sweetie jars, the tables and chairs bought one by one, the coffee machine and hand-rotated ice cream maker, were all destroyed by bricks, iron bars and fury. That was the night when the fate of every Italian family in Scotland turned. They became enemy aliens; and for many living in Scotland as unwelcome immigrants or on borrowed time, their family connections and how each family member was to another, irredeemably altered. I have one relic which survived; one remaining sweetie jar, its glass yellowed with age. It sits on a shelf in my lounge, my link to my grandfather.


There have been many accounts of that night in other narratives of the riots throughout Scotland and Britain, in Edinburgh, Glasgow, Clydebank; of terrorised Italian families, many of whom had taken British citizenship, barricading themselves in the back shop. I heard only recently of three Glasgow children left in sole charge of the family business. The eldest was thirteen. Their father had been arrested as an enemy alien. They describe standing at the window watching while their mother, since wives were a threat to a ‘protected’ city, was taken off in a police car. Some families were spared the devastation because of the individual loyalty of friends and their local Scottish community. But the Rossi family, homely Mary and not Mariuccia, the gentle moustached Meelie and not Emilio, for that was what the locals of Leith called them, were in that one night transformed from being a well-loved and honoured family into ‘dirty Ities’. Any unexpressed or historic racism, which had been tamed through the necessity of communal living in hard times and interdependence, finally found its voice. Historians are keen to point out that anti-Italianism was in fact not something of the moment, a response to the war announcement, but that an undercurrent of racism towards Italian immigrants had been present since the first mass arrivals in 1870. It was a prejudice further added to by a general mood of anti-Catholicism.


My grandmother had shown remarkable foresight. She had both the gift of foresight and second sight, knowing through her dreams of the death of her brothers in the US and her sisters in England. Her constant mantras were: ‘Never speak loudly in Italian; we are guests in this country’; ‘Learn from those you see around you’; and ‘Please, please take British citizenship’. She as did many others, knew how important it was for Italians to be as invisible as possible… to be aware at all times that they were incomers; that things could turn at any time. As she put it: Di lavor in n’ ora, God works in an hour. And on the night of the tenth of June, he did. On the eleventh of June, and all through the following night, every Italian household across Scotland and Britain was raided by police.


Di Mambro, in her moving play Tally’s Blood, describes what happened: a household of fear… chanting outside of ‘Get the Tallies’… a knocking at the door. It is two am. It’s the police. There is joy and relief… finally, some law and order to protect them. But not so. General commotion ensues as police rush in, and rather than protecting the Pedreschi family from the rioters outside the door, they arrest Massimo, amidst pleading, clinging, many tears, and even reassurances… ‘If we do as we’re told we’ll be alright’. Massimo returns at the end of the war after being transported to Canada, but his father perished on the Arandora Star. In other accounts, men are hauled from their beds where they are sleeping with their wives. There is barely sufficient time to get dressed. No explanations given. When I saw Tally’s Blood many years later in the small Scottish town of Dunfermline, the murmur of weeping women in the audience… women who remembered… was almost more moving than what was happening onstage.


At this point in the story, things become confused and unclear. But what is now all too apparent to me is the desperate suffering of my family both in Viticuso and in Scotland. Like many peoples throughout history, Italians grasped a vision of a ‘better life’, of less hardship and of gaining the esteem of their neighbours. For most Italians, whether in Scotland or Italy, that vision was embodied in the power and eloquence of a dictator. Mussolini offered dignity and respect to a country which in the words of Dante had been ‘serva Italia, non donna di provincia, ma bordello’: Italy as servant rather than genteel lady; a brothel, historically and repeatedly invaded, trampled on and subjugated. But in the days after the declaration of war on Britain by Italy, and the arrests of its citizens who were staunch in their loyalty and trust, no help or support came. Italian government officials who had encouraged summer camps and trips to Italy to see the great dictator, who had encouraged the beating romantic hearts of young women and made youths stand proud, who had organised local fascist clubs and dances, promoting an ideology of hope and trust, suddenly were not only silent, but completely absent.
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