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For Simona and Valentina, my greatest blessings. This book tells the story of how our family, and so many others, built a life here. It all started with a brave journey from Italy—a journey that led directly to you.

Nonno

From Varano to Federal Hill

Introduction

The Smell of Snow and Semolina.

On a February night in 1955, in the middle of the worst blizzard southern New England had seen in thirty years, a nineteen-year-old girl from the mountains of Calabria stood crying under the awning of a closed bakery on Atwells Avenue in Providence, Rhode Island. Her shoes were soaked through, her coat too thin, and her pockets were empty except for a small wooden statue of the Madonna and a heart still bruised from the twelve-day voyage on the Vulcania.

She had no idea where she was going, only that she could not stop walking or she would freeze. A man came out of the storm toward her, coat collar turned up against the wind, hands wrapped in blood-stained rags because the lye soap at the diner where he washed dishes had eaten his skin raw for the third winter in a row.

He was twenty-seven, looked forty, and had not smiled in three years. Without a word, he took the scarf from his own neck (hand-knit by his mother in Abruzzo the Christmas before he left forever) and wrapped it around the crying girl’s throat. Then he offered his arm. They walked three miles through the white dark, two strangers sharing the only warmth either of them owned. That night the snow kept falling, erasing footprints, borders, and pasts.

But something else began to rise. This is the true story of what happened next. It is the story of Giovanni Moretti and Maria Veltri, of bleeding hands that learned to knead hope instead of scrubbing other men’s plates, of a twelve-foot storefront on DePasquale Square that became an empire, of a love that outlasted hunger, war, urban renewal bulldozers, and death itself. It is the story of every immigrant who ever arrived with nothing but a promise in their mouth and flour in their future.

It is the story of Federal Hill in its roughest, tenderest, most fragrant years (when garlic and garlic-scented arguments spilled from every window, when festivals shut down the city, when a neighborhood fought City Hall with ravioli and rosaries and won). Most of all, it is the story of pasta. Not the dried stuff in boxes, but the real kind (made by human hands that remember mountains and mothers and the precise weight of survival).

Pasta that carried memories across an ocean, fed children who would never know real hunger, and refused to let two frightened kids in a blizzard disappear.

Open these pages, and you will smell yeast rising through the floorboards at dawn. You will taste sage butter a heartbeat away from burning.

You will hear bronze dies singing at 800 pounds an hour, a sound like the heartbeat of a city that refused to die.

You will meet Giovanni, who swore he would one day own the plates instead of washing them, and he kept that oath with every scarred knuckle.

You will meet Maria, who turned grief into gravy and stubbornness into Sunday dinner for four generations.

And you will meet their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren (all of whom still wake up to the smell of snow and semolina, because some promises are too sacred to break).

This is not a fairy tale. It is a recipe book. It is a love letter written in flour and salt, folded into a thousand ravioli, mailed across seventy years to anyone who has ever been hungry for more than food.

Read it slowly.

Taste every page.

And when you are finished, go make pasta with someone you love.

The dough is waiting. It always has been.

Maria Moretti

Federal Hill, Providence

February 2025

(aged ninety, still rolling)
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The Storied Rise of Federal Hill

A Neighborhood Forged in Fire, Flood, and Fettuccine

Federal Hill, perched like a watchful sentinel on the west side of Providence, Rhode Island, is more than a neighborhood—it's a living archive of American dreams, immigrant grit, and the unyielding spirit of community. Its history unfolds like a well-kneaded dough: layers upon layers of hardship, triumph, and the rich aromas of cultural fusion that have made it synonymous with Italian-American heritage. From its rebellious naming in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War to the garlic-scented streets that Giovanni Moretti wandered as a wide-eyed newcomer in 1952, Federal Hill's tale is one of transformation, resistance, and renewal. Let's peel back those layers, breathing in the scents of wood smoke from 19th-century hearths, the tang of tomato sauce simmering in tenement kitchens, and the crisp bite of New England snow that once blanketed its cobblestone paths.

The Colonial Roots

From Native Lands to a Hill Without a Name (Pre-1788)

Before it earned its defiant moniker, Federal Hill was part of the unceded ancestral lands of the Narragansett people, who called the broader region "Pawtuxet," meaning "little falls" in their Algonquian tongue. The hill itself, rising some 200 feet above the Providence River, was a forested knoll dotted with oak and chestnut groves, its slopes alive with the rustle of deer hides against underbrush and the earthy scent of wild ramps pushing through spring soil. Native trails crisscrossed its flanks, paths worn smooth by moccasins carrying baskets of corn, beans, and squash—the "Three Sisters" that sustained communities for centuries.

European settlement arrived in 1636 with Roger Williams, the banished Puritan who founded Providence as a haven for religious dissenters. The air then would have carried the sharp tang of pine sap from felled trees and the smoky haze of land-clearing fires, as colonists hacked farms from the wilderness.

By the mid-18th century, Federal Hill (still nameless) was a patchwork of pastures and orchards, its summit offering panoramic views of the bustling port below, where the salty brine of Narragansett Bay mingled with the metallic clang of shipyards building vessels for the Triangle Trade. Enslaved Africans, brought ashore in chains, labored on these slopes, their sweat soaking into the soil that would one day nurture immigrant gardens of basil and tomatoes. The hill's quiet pastoral life shattered with the American Revolution. Providence buzzed with patriotic fervor—the crack of muskets during drills, the acrid gunpowder smoke drifting uphill from training grounds. Yet, in the war's aftermath, as the young nation debated its Constitution, Federal Hill became a stage for division rather than unity.

The Birth of a Name: Revolution's Echo in a Barbecue Brawl (1788)

The story of how Federal Hill got its name is as quintessentially American as it is absurd: a tale of roasted oxen, political fistfights, and the birth of a nation's identity, all unfolding under the scent of sizzling meat and summer sweat.

In July 1788, Rhode Island was the lone holdout against ratifying the U.S. Constitution, its rural farmers (known as "Country Party" anti-Federalists) clashing with urban merchants (pro-Constitution Federalists) who saw the document as essential for trade and stability. Providence, a Federalist stronghold, planned a grand Fourth of July celebration at the base of the hill: five oxen roasted whole over open pits, barrels of cider foaming in the heat, and toasts to George Washington amid the crackle of fireworks and the tangy smoke of barbecued beef wafting through the streets. But the anti-Federalists, led by General William West—a grizzled veteran with a limp from Valley Forge—had other plans. West, smelling the feast from his farm nearby, rallied 1,000 countrymen armed with clubs and pitchforks. They marched on the hill, the air thick with dust from their boots and the bitter scent of unwashed wool uniforms. As the Federalists carved into the oxen (juices dripping onto glowing coals, hissing like angry whispers), West's mob charged, shouting for a share of the meat as a symbol of equal rights.

Chaos erupted: fists flying, cider barrels overturned in sticky puddles, the crack of clubs on skulls mingling with the sizzle of spilled grease. No one died, but the riot made national news. In the aftermath, the hill—previously just "the West End"—was dubbed "Federal Hill" in mocking honor of the Federalists' disrupted party. The name stuck, a reminder that even in victory, America's foundations were built on brawls as much as ballots.

By the early 19th century, as Providence industrialized, the hill's pastures gave way to mills and factories. The air grew heavy with coal smoke and the metallic tang of machinery, while the river below churned brown with textile dyes. Federal Hill became a working-class enclave, its steep streets echoing with the clop of horse-drawn wagons hauling cotton bales.

The Irish Wave: Shamrocks and Struggle (Mid-19th Century)

The potato famine of 1845–1849 transformed Federal Hill from a Yankee hillock into an immigrant stronghold. Irish families, fleeing starvation in County Tyrone, Cork, and Kerry, arrived by the thousands, their ships docking amid the briny fog of Providence Harbor. They carried little but the damp chill of Atlantic crossings in their bones and the faint, haunting scent of peat smoke clinging to woolen shawls.

Federal Hill welcomed them with open arms—and crowded tenements. By 1860, the neighborhood was predominantly Irish, its streets alive with the lilt of brogues and the earthy aroma of boiled cabbage drifting from open windows. Churches like St. Mary's (built in 1853, its spire piercing the skyline like a green-clad sentinel) became anchors, their incense-heavy Masses offering solace amid poverty. Pubs sprouted on every corner, redolent of spilled ale and pipe tobacco, where men gathered after twelve-hour shifts in the textile mills, their hands stained with indigo dye that never quite washed out. Life was hard: winters brought the bite of coal dust in the lungs and the slick ice on unplowed streets; summers sweltered with the humid reek of the polluted river. Yet, the Irish built community. Festivals like St. Patrick's Day turned Atwells Avenue into a sea of green, with fiddles keening over the clatter of clogs and the sizzle of corned beef from street vendors. Families like the McLaughlins and O'Connors (ancestors of the Irish who later mingled with incoming Italians) established groceries and saloons, their shelves stocked with salted cod and potatoes—staples that evoked home without the famine's shadow.

Federal Hill's Irish era peaked in the 1880s, with over 10,000 residents packed into wooden triple-deckers that creaked under the weight of extended families. The neighborhood pulsed with the sounds of hammer on anvil from blacksmiths, the rhythmic thump of looms in home workshops, and the joyful chaos of children playing stickball in alleys thick with the scent of horse manure and blooming lilacs in spring.

The Italian Ascendancy

Garlic, Grit, and Gelato (Late 19th–Mid-20th Century)

As the Irish climbed the socioeconomic ladder and moved to greener suburbs, a new wave crested: Italians from Abruzzo, Calabria, Sicily, and Campania, fleeing poverty and the chaos of unification. The first arrived in the 1870s, drawn by jobs in the mills and quarries. By 1910, over 20,000 Italians called Federal Hill home, transforming it into "Little Italy," with the heady perfume of simmering ragù and baking bread overtaking the Irish stew pots. The air changed: garlic frying in olive oil, the sharp bite of pecorino grating over pasta, the sweet yeast of sfogliatelle from bakeries like Caserta's (opened in 1946, its ovens still roaring today).

Immigrants like Giovanni Moretti in the 1950s found a ready enclave—streets where dialects from Naples mingled with Sicilian proverbs, and every corner had a salumeria stocked with hanging prosciutto that smelled of salt and time. Churches adapted: Holy Ghost became a hub for Italian feasts, the incense now laced with the floral notes of processions carrying statues of San Rocco through streets strewn with rose petals. Festivals like the Columbus Day Parade filled the air with the pop of fireworks, the sizzle of sausage sandwiches on griddles, and the joyful cacophony of accordions and mandolins. The rhythmic pulse of bocce games gave life to the parks, laughter intertwining with the clatter of balls on pavement, embodying a culture rich in tradition and celebration.

Life was vibrant but visceral. Tenements overflowed, the damp mildew of basements mixing with the comforting steam from communal kitchens. Winters bit hard, coal smoke choking the air; summers buzzed with flies around open markets where vendors hawked eggplant and figs glistening in the heat. Crime shadowed the edges—rumors of La Cosa Nostra whispered in espresso bars—but community bonds were ironclad, neighbors sharing meals that tasted of solidarity. Post-WWII, as in the book's saga, Federal Hill became a symbol of the American Dream. Immigrants like Giovanni opened shops amid the garlic-scented alleys, their hands raw from labor but their tables abundant, serving dishes that were not just food but a transmission of heritage and hope for future generations.

The Urban Renewal Crucible: Bulldozers and Defiance (1960s)

The 1960s nearly erased it all. Under President Johnson's "Great Society," Providence launched urban renewal, deeming Federal Hill "blighted." The air filled with diesel fumes from bulldozers as twelve blocks were targeted for demolition—tenements razed for parking lots and high-rises. The neighborhood reeked of dust and despair, the crunch of falling bricks echoing like gunshots. Amid this tumult, the community's spirit flickered defiantly like a candle in the dark.

But Federal Hill fought back. Residents, fueled by espresso and outrage, chained themselves to buildings amid the acrid smell of protest fires. Church basements hummed with strategy sessions, the scent of anisette and cigarette smoke thick. Giovanni's era captured this: ravioli trays donated to politicians, vigils under festival lights where the pop of fireworks mimicked defiance. Every voice raised in song was a battle cry against erasure, a testament to resilience in the face of threats.

The Garibaldi Club standoff in 1964 was legendary: 200 people locking arms, singing amid the metallic clang of police shields. The neighborhood's soul—its garlic-laden feasts, cobblestone echoes—prevailed. DePasquale Square was spared, declared historic, its fountain's trickle a symbol of endurance. It stood as a reminder that home is not just a place, but a heartbeat of unity and strength.

Modern Federal Hill: A Living Legacy (1970s–Present)

Today, Federal Hill thrives as Providence's culinary heart, its streets perfumed with basil and balsamic from over 100 restaurants. Festivals like the Federal Hill Stroll fill the air with live music and sizzling arancini. The neighborhood's 1.5 square miles house 5,000 residents, a mix of Italian descendants, newcomers, and tourists drawn to its vibrant pulse. Yet, echoes remain: the salty tang of prosciutto in delis, the warm yeast of bakeries like Scialo Bros. (1916), the joyful chaos of summer feasts. Urban renewal scars linger in parking lots, but the hill's spirit—forged in famine flights, political barbecues, and immigrant kitchens—endures. It is a mosaic of flavors and cultures, pieced together with stories of hope and survival.

In Pasta Dreams, Federal Hill is not backdrop but character: a hill that named itself in rebellion, sheltered the hungry, and taught Giovanni and Maria that dreams rise like dough, stubborn and sweet, from the soil of shared struggle. Each bite savored carries whispers of history, binding generations in a flavorful embrace.
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The Twisted History of Pasta and its Soul in Italy

Pasta is more than just Italy's national dish; it is a symbol of the country's regional diversity, its history of ingenuity, and the heart of its family table. Its story is woven with threads of myth, global trade, and humble necessity, culminating in a culinary tradition that is revered worldwide. In every twist and turn, pasta reflects the Italian spirit—resilient, adaptive, and deeply connected to its roots.
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