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Praise for The View from Childhood






What an extraordinary collection Angela Alaimo O’Donnell gifts us with in this generous selection of poems (and prose) focused on her childhood in an Italian Catholic immigrant family, followed in turn by her life as a teenager, sister, wife, mother, and grandmother. Again and again readers will find themselves surprised, often to the point of delight, wonder, and, yes, tears, by the narratives this seasoned poet retells here in her characteristically clear and sparkling images. Here is a world— whether amid the mines of Pennsylvania or the boardwalks of New Jersey, in boarding houses, bars, bedrooms, kitchens, funeral parlors, and churches—that many of us will recognize, as we are drawn into what we will remember, often through our own family stories, and more often, I suspect, through our own lives.


—PAUL MARIANI


Author of Sing Me a Song, She Said (Slant Books 2026)


I read this collection in one breathless sitting. Mesmerized by the poet’s stories, the settings, the images of a charmed and sometimes challenging childhood, and her own children’s inheritance of enchantment, I could not put it down. Angela Alaimo O’Donnell writes about life on the fringe, growing up as an Italian-American, as a Catholic, as a poet from the age of five in a raucous and delightful family. And she proves that the fringe is a place of privilege because from her angle she sees and hears and feels what cannot be sensed by those in positions of more prominence. “Nothing is more real to these small boys / than their complete immersion,” O’Donnell writes about her grandsons. The immersion she provides to the reader in these stunning poems is not only real, it is dazzling.


—JILL PELÁEZ BAUMGAERTNER


Poetry Editor, The Christian Century


Praise for The View from Childhood


In language precise and achingly beautiful, Angela Alaimo O’Donnell returns us to the child’s “view,” to its heightened wonders and terrors. She takes us from the coal mines of northeastern Pennsylvania to Atlantic City, from railroad trestles and Sperazza’s Grocery Store to the boardwalk and Lucy the Elephant. Always the pilgrim, O’Donnell meditates on a fallen world where “paradiso” can nonetheless still be glimpsed, even in a hardscrabble mining town or a seedy beach hotel, and especially in a family that has seen its share of hard knocks but is still knitted together by love and loss.


—STEVEN KNEPPER,


Editor, New Verse Review: A Journal of Lyric and Narrative Poetry
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Introduction





Confessions of a Coal Miner’s Granddaughter


I am a Catholic poet, so I’ll begin with a confession.


I have been writing poetry since I was five, and I have no idea why. I do not come from a bookish family. We were the children and grandchildren of immigrants who left the Roman and Sicilian countryside to make a life in coal mining country in Northeastern Pennsylvania. None of my people were school people. They learned as much as they needed to know before going off to work in the mines, the factory, the lunch counter at Woolworth’s, the beauty salon, each job with each generation coming closer to the goal of becoming genteel. My Aunt Mary, who spent half her life bent over a sewing machine doing piece work, cried the day she left school behind at the end of fifth grade. She loved it in a way she would never love the dress factory.


I felt lucky. I was good at learning, I loved words, and by the time of my generation it was against the law for a child to be taken out of school. I was also primed for school by my family life, which helped to make me a natural lover of words. I think my original passion for language developed in my household, one wherein we were all talkers. My father spoke Sicilian, my mother a quirky form of immigrant English, and my four siblings all brought home slang from school that I internalized and imitated.


I’m also quite sure that my love of language had its origins in my Catholic childhood. In church we said prayers, which we had memorized and would say at various times of the day—in the morning, at mealtimes, at bedtimes, and any time we were worried about something—a test, going down the basement, walking home alone after dark. Prayers were spells, incantations to invoke God and to ward off the devil and disaster. In our catechism classes we learned some very big and very mysterious words— transubstantiation, act of contrition, blasphemy, extreme unction, mortal sin. Even before I had any idea what they meant, I liked the sound of them.




But I learned about poetry proper from my elder siblings. I would read the rhyming verses in my big sisters’ autograph books, the poems in my big brother’s schoolbooks, and the children’s verse in my grade school primer indiscriminately, inhaling them and involuntarily memorizing them as I copied them out stanza by stanza. I still remember the haunting opening stanzas of Poe’s “The Raven”: “Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary, / Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore” and the sweet ballad of “My Horse Dolly”: “Dolly is an old horse / With a white star. / She’s a great deal nicer / Than other horses are. / She always takes sugar gently from my hand / and she’s perfectly willing just to stand.” I loved Clement C. Moore’s “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” which was read to me on Christmas Eve, and knew the whole thing by heart at the age of five: “’Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house / Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.” Somehow the magic of Moore’s meter and rhymes also conveyed to my child’s ear some of the magic of Christmas. It wasn’t long before I began to try to replicate the rhythms and rhymes in poems of my own.
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