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			Praise for The Wolves 
and the Mandolin

			“What an extraordinary true story of courage, tenacity, focus, and perseverance . . . and sometimes the intervention of fate. Brandon Vallorani chronicles the courageous and perilous journey of his great-grandfather, Papa Luigi. I highly recommend every entrepreneur and business owner read his story and study the valuable leadership lessons it reveals. When life’s problems seem overwhelming, you’ll think of Papa Luigi and realize the wolf at your door isn’t all that scary.”

			—Lucy Hoger, CEO and Growth Strategist, 

			Visionocity

			“Brandon Vallorani is a risk taker, and risk takers built America. He seizes opportunity the way Julius Caesar seized ancient citadels. Brandon has one of the greatest marketing minds at work today. Everyone that dreams of building a great business should stop and listen carefully to the advice Brandon Vallorani gives in his book The Wolves and the Mandolin. Advice this good demands your attention.”

			 —Floyd Brown, CEO, 

			USA Radio Networks

			“Luigi’s pursuit of the American Dream still lives within his great-grandson. Much as Luigi stood his ground during battles in Benghazi and Sciara, Brandon’s perseverance and old-world determination has enabled him to maintain his entrepreneurial spirit and succeed while dodging his own bullets in the form of two recessions. This journey is as much about a family’s history as it is our nation’s.”

			—Steven A. Castleton, recipient, 

			US Army Outstanding Civilian Service Medal

			“My mother told me to never run with the herd because it is usually going the wrong way. Brandon Vallorani’s ambitious book, The Wolves and the Mandolin, is a reminder that if your goals are big enough and you are audacious enough, you will find the strength to keep persisting until you succeed. You can live the life that God intended for you to live.” 

			—Steven F. Hotze, MD, founder and CEO, 

			Hotze Health & Wellness Center

			“Brandon Vallorani’s The Wolves and the Mandolin is a mellifluous blend of life and business lessons wrapped up in the actions and approaches taken by his Italian ancestors from a bygone era. Prepare to be educated, inspired, and entertained simultaneously. Bravo, Brandon!” 

			—Monica Luedecke, President, 

			Hotze Enterprises

			“Brandon Vallorani takes us on a ‘Godfather-esque’ journey through his ancestors’ lives and how the lessons they’ve learned still apply to our everyday lives today. He quickly integrates you into the picturesque, brutal, and sobering world of good versus evil and family pride. With a humble appreciation for his past, Vallorani reveals his ancestors’ sacrifices and how much their decisions impacted his very existence. Having had an uncle who stood on the deck of a warship engaging the enemy during the attack of Pearl Harbor, I’m grateful to Brandon for telling his story. Don’t miss this book chock-full of amazing stories and life lessons!”

			—Scot Ferrell, national and international best-

			selling author (It’s Not Them, It’s You), 

			speaker, and media personality; behavior coach and

			 consultant to CEOs and executives; 

			Founder and President, 

			The Scot Ferrell Companies
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“Leave the gun. Take the cannoli.”

			So quipped the fictional Italian America hitman Pete Clemenza in a notable postassassination sequence famously depicted in Francis Ford Coppola’s cinematic adaptation of Mario Puzo’s The Godfather. Is this just some Hollywood ploy inserted for levity after a brutal murder? Or is there something deeper and necessary happening in this assassin’s admittedly bent—but still human—heart? Should one’s work and life take the time to include small enjoyments . . . like cannoli?

			Brandon Vallorani masterfully demonstrates that despite the inevitable presence of formidable wolves (and our own bent hearts), there must be intentional times devoted to cultivating joy in small things—that hard, entrepreneurial work on the one hand, with enjoying good wine, fine cigars, and family on the other hand need not be fierce competitors. 

			As a man of faith, Vallorani recognizes that life is not just eternal but also must be abundant right now. It’s certainly an Italian thing, but really it should also be a human thing stemming from how we were designed, thus it is an indispensable thing. But how? And why does this fuel the spirit of the entrepreneur?

			The Italian American story Vallorani weaves serves as the platform for pursuing, cultivating, and enjoying this abundant life, including the sustained full life of the entrepreneur. To understand Vallorani only by his marked success and heaving company revenues is to miss the ethos of why he’s been successful. It’s to confuse means with ends. And it’s to miss being fully human.

			What we see as Vallorani unfolds his jubilant entrepreneurial journey is that relationships trump transactions; flourishing motivates far more than fear; community prevails over commodity; and incarnation (living it) precedes proclamation (talking about it). And taking the time for good wine, fine cigars, and la familia fuels and sustains this abundant life. I know; I too come from a similar Italian American immigration narrative.

			Vallorani’s story and his keen practical insights offered in The Wolves and the Mandolin reflect an arc and pattern we must all increasingly emulate. He doesn’t give us yet another recycled, mind-numbing checklist or yet another artificial, rote “how-to” formula but rather he causes us to focus on a higher, more human conception of the business vocation. He calls us to go well beyond making a living and instead challenges us to make a difference. The key is cultivating joy in small things, the human things, despite the reality of wolves. Vallorani’s work, steeped in both respectful tradition and out-of-the-box innovation, exudes a contagious mind-set, posture, and vision for incubating and sustaining success. And yet, there’s plenty of practical stuff here, too.

			Vallorani demonstrates what success “looks like” in whatever endeavor, personal or professional. The successful person, the real and realistic person, will overcome the yapping and sometimes biting wolves by enjoying sweet respites with the mandolin. To understand this juxtaposition of wolf and mandolin, keep reading. 

			What is the pattern for sustained and rejuvenating success? Vallorani in essence shows us that we must recognize the following:

			
					The successful person inherits. What do we have to learn from the past? There are valuable lessons to be inherited if we take the time to learn them, and Vallorani’s Italian ancestors and their stories embody this truth.

					The successful person incarnates. We may not simply know, but we must be and live what we know in order to be fully human—including taking the time and space to enjoy and rejuvenate around the small things.

					The successful person invests. We are duty-bound to blessedly give, to enhance and promote the flourishing of others. Otherwise, our joy will be truncated and self-absorbedly crabbed—a lose/lose proposition, antithetical to the true entrepreneur.

			

			Brandon Vallorani’s journey and evident success—whether involving vineyards, cigars, or family—distills down to his fervent conviction rightly answering and ordering two key questions: 

			
					What can mankind do?

					What is mankind for?Only by first understanding the latter question can one rightly direct entrepreneurial energies toward the former for maximal flourishing and enjoyment so vital to a sustained abundant life, a life certainly lived among wolves but not defined by the wolves.

Rather, to expand the titular metaphor, a well-ordered, well-lived life features a soundtrack not dominated with rancorous howling and the baring of wolves’ teeth; it’s a soundtrack provided by a sweet melodious mandolin, a soundtrack of goodness, truth, and beauty best shared in relationships and moments with others generationally for their enjoyment, flourishing, and beauty. 

Vallorani also understands that the world is a wheat field, not a weed field—he realistically calls us to deal with the weeds but not to dwell on them. No Pollyanna pabulum here. 

Vision requires us to cultivate wheat and enjoy its harvest with others. As Augustine, who would have been an Italian if he had had a choice, counseled: “Love God, and do what you want.” Rightly understood, this encapsulates the entrepreneur’s mode. Vallorani models this humbly, but confidently, and calls us to this abundant life as well, loving God and almost recklessly doing what we want. Why? For the bigger things: we cannot “do good” unless we do things well, and enjoying the small things catalyzes doing things well.

Vallorani’s story is thus one of sustaining a winning rhythm: ebb and flow, desire and design, leadership and learning, faith and fidelity, and loving, not merely tolerating, leisure such as actively resting in the abundant life with good wine, which makes the heart glad; with fine cigars, which are units of protected time, as another Italian friend quipped; with family because as Don Vito Corleone, also of The Godfather, warned, “A man who doesn’t spend time with his family can never be a real man.” 

Brandon Vallorani is not a fictional man; Brandon, my paisano (pal), is a real man, and he knows what it takes to become and be a real man—and he shows us here that in that pursuit, one must enjoy the small things: good wine, a fine cigar, great coffee, la familia. And now he invites us into his story to promote the flourishing of others—a story best shared with others—to ponder, reflect, and enjoy the little things which propel us to the big things, the entrepreneurial things, and the permanent things . . . and it helps to do so with good wine, a fine cigar, and la familia. Can you hear the mandolin in the background? Turn up the volume, fill my glass, and pass the lighter. It’s time to read.

Jeffery J. Ventrella, J.D., Ph.D.

Senior Counsel, Senior Vice President of Training

Alliance Defending Freedom
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The Wolves and the Mandolin—Why This Book?

The future starts today, not tomorrow.

Pope John Paul II

The legends we memorialize reflect a view of our place in this world and what it will be for generations who follow us. This is one story that has been passed down in my family. 

The Wolves and the Mandolin

Deep in the rocky foothills of the Apennine Mountains of Abruzzo, Italy, lived a great-uncle who was a popular mandolin player. He would travel on foot far and wide to neighboring villages to play at a wedding or a festa and then walk the long miles back to his own village when the party was over. 

These mountains were full of wolves, and the way was dark and lonely. One night, as he trudged the stony path back to his village from a party, he heard the unmistakable sounds of a pack of wolves gathering around him and quickly getting closer. You can imagine the prickles on the back of his neck as his eyes strained to locate shelter or a hiding place, but all he could see was one lone tree. It was better than nothing. 

He scrambled up into its branches and managed to reach a crook at the top, just out of reach of the wolves. Knowing he would be forced to stay there until daybreak, he settled himself as best he could in his precarious perch. 

The wolves gathered beneath him, jumping at the tree trunk, snapping their massive jaws at him. To while away the time, he began to play his beloved mandolin. 

The sweet strains of beauty filled the darkness. His heartbeat calmed and his breath slowed, with the starry sky’s expanse over him and the still night air clearing his lungs. Ahhh. What a privilege it is to be alive, he thought. But it is more than that. To be able to play beautiful music, to hear it, to breathe in the night air is a precious privilege indeed.  

Soon, the baying and the snarling ceased. The wolves stopped stalking around the base of the tree. Calmed by the simple melodies he had played all night, my great-uncle found the wolves had stolen away before dawn, no longer a threat. He climbed down and continued home with quite a story to tell. 

It’s a classic story that my kids beg me to tell them over and over. But it’s more than an exciting kid’s tale of scary wolves growling with sharp teeth waiting to rip the man limb from limb. This tale speaks to the ideals of resilience, of staying calm under pressure, of dealing with danger and hardships in a smart and resolute way. This tale reminds us that beauty can be found even in the midst of growling wolves and that even the fiercest wolves can be calmed. This story reminds us to take the time to enjoy life’s privileges in spite of the wolves we might face.

In my own visits to the Apennine foothills over the past decade, I have been struck by the beautiful landscape. This part of Italy hasn’t been overrun by tourists and caterwauling vendors peddling selfie sticks and bottled water. It’s the old Italy. Towns are constructed of local travertine marble, and you can sit in cafes that haven’t changed for a hundred years, built over the ruins of old Roman structures.  

Old men sit out on their balconies smoking, drinking wine, and watching the passersby on the street below. Wouldn’t you love to understand their bantering commentary? Street markets abound with fish, farm-fresh vegetables, and baked bread. Meals last forever, or seem to, with much laughter and conversation finished off with a shot of sambuca. It’s very romantic, very peaceful. A sense of calm washes over you as you slow down to enjoy the moments of pleasure brought by a strong café and a small plate of tiny dolci (sweets).

Yet this rocky soil and mountainous region has also been an unforgiving landscape for past generations. Difficult to farm, with snow falling as late as June on occasion, this area my ancestors came from sent many of its inhabitants to America during the nineteenth century in hope of better opportunities, as did many countries.

It is interesting to reflect that the long, rocky road my ancestors traveled to find success in America was a loop I’d close with my own life’s path, which has taken me from a fast-paced modern life back to my roots in Italy. I’ve come to embrace a lifestyle of slower, smaller pleasures: a glass of wine, a good cigar, a great cup of coffee. I’m enjoying every step along the way, including the opportunity to share this philosophy of life with you.  

Writing this book has been one of my first four major life goals. The first goal was to get married and have kids because I love children and the joy of a full house. 

The second goal was to get my MBA because I knew I wanted to be in business. I accomplished that just past my thirtieth birthday, right on target. 

My third goal was to be my own boss and financially independent, owning a business that could produce income for me so that I could take time off without affecting operations. I wanted to achieve that by the time I was forty, and I thank God I did since it has allowed me immeasurable freedom to spend time with my family and my kids and to give them unforgettable experiences. 

The last goal I set was to write my life story before I turned fifty. Though I have just reached the age of forty-three, I already have so much to write about that it’s probably good I’m getting an early start. 

My life story isn’t just about me. It’s about the people who have gone before me, whose examples inspired me to become an entrepreneur. It is about those who will follow, who I hope will be inspired to savor small privileges. It is about the mandolin moments in life that make fighting the wolves worth it.

During my career, I’ve served as the executive vice president for two nonprofit organizations. My father and I started a publishing venture that reprinted a historic treasure that has sold more than one hundred thousand copies in the past decade, and in 2007, I founded a media conglomerate that is now a five-year honoree on the Inc. 5000 List of America’s Fastest-Growing Companies.

Along the way, I became more and more appreciative of life and the enjoyment of life’s privileges. Inspired by mandolin echoes in the Apennine foothills, I found my true calling in promoting a lifestyle that savors life’s small moments: simple pleasures found in a good cup of coffee, a glass of great wine, the draw of a superb cigar. A new idea began to form in recent years: the Vallorani name as a brand. It makes perfect sense. 

Companies work so hard to create marketing angles and stories around their brands. Yet here I am, with pages of stories to tell about my family heritage that tie back to our roots in Italy where the story of the wolves and the mandolin originated.  

It is a privilege to be alive, to enjoy. Though life is full of wolves, it’s up to us to find the music of the mandolin that calms them and keeps us sane. So now, I am building the brand, Vallorani Estates, to curate hand-selected, high-quality, boutique products that encourage the enjoyment of life’s mandolin moments. My next life goal is to make Vallorani Estates a household name.

I came by my entrepreneurial drive naturally, as the stories I’m going to share with you will show. Everything I am I owe to those who went before, the courageous ones who faced hardships almost unimaginable to us today in order to come to America to make better lives for themselves and their families. 

I find myself wanting to mirror Jack Welch’s statement in Straight from the Gut: “Business is a lot like a world-class restaurant. When you peek behind the kitchen doors, the food never looks as good as when it comes to your table on fine china perfectly garnished. Business [and life] is messy and chaotic. In our kitchen, I hope you’ll find something that might be helpful to you in reaching your own dreams.”

When you look back in history and read these true stories that epitomize legend and lore, it is my hope you’ll find how you too can keep the wolves at bay through the sweet strain of the mandolin. If they could do it, so can we!

What I Know to Be True

The world can be a cold, dark place full of hungry wolves biting at our ankles. Should we lock ourselves indoors and hide? No. We should pick up our mandolin and stride onward, bringing joy to our fellow travelers on this earth. 

We must learn to find the moments in which we can enjoy life’s privileges. It is up to us to take risks, reap the rewards, create beauty, and share the good we find with others. 
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“A Pretty Tough Guy”

Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; therefore be shrewd as serpents, and gentle as doves. 

Jesus Christ 

In his mellow old age, my late grandfather, Big D, enjoyed sipping a glass of wine and telling stories about his life and his father, Luigi. “Tell us about Luigi, Big D. Please tell us about Luigi,” we’d beg him, like little kids, although by that time we were grown men. 

He would pause, take a sip of wine, and look off into the distance, smiling at an old memory. A small appreciative laugh would follow. “He was a pretty tough guy, my dad,” he’d say. “Luigi was pretty tough.” 

As you’ll see from these stories handed down from my grandfather, Luigi was a pretty tough guy. His tender side came out when he was a much older man spending his days tending tomato plants. It is evidenced in his proud smile captured in a photo as he walked his two daughters down the aisle to get married on the same day.

But what my grandfather knew firsthand about his father concerned the warrior Luigi, the immigrant Luigi, and the survivor Luigi. 

Originating in Italy, the name Luigi means “renowned fighter,” a name my great-grandfather Luigi surely lived up to, though he was born Louis Vallorani. Traditional Italian naming practices would require that, as the second son, he be named for his maternal grandfather, who was still living. First sons were named for their paternal grandfather. It is quite common for nicknames to be used when so many of the same name live close together!

In those days very few had the means to own their own property and would, instead, tend the land of the wealthy for a share in the harvest. Though this feudal system began to disintegrate with the unification of Italy’s provinces, just a generation before Luigi’s birth, the majority of land was still owned by the wealthy and worked by those who were not wealthy. 

Born to an impoverished farm family in the Marche Province, outside the small village of Offida, young Luigi vowed that he would not remain an uneducated poor farmer eking out a meager living among the rocky hills of his youth, struggling through life, always battling the wolves of hunger and low returns for his hard labor.

In 1911 the Ottoman Empire ruled great swaths of land in parts of Europe and North Africa. Boundary disputes and the ideological and religious differences of the Muslim Turks were considered great threats to the young Italian nation of Christians. 

The Turks were proud of the inventive tortures they used on their helpless prisoners before “busting” them, one of the most barbaric and gruesome forms of execution, involving two swords cutting from shoulder to shoulder, beheading (or busting) the prisoner in the process. 

As so many others of his generation had done, Luigi got his opportunity for adventure and heroism—and escape—when he was conscripted into military service to fight the Ottomans and their Muslim allies. After a brief military training, he found himself on a transport ship sailing to Libya where he would be a foot soldier in a hot, dusty invasion against Arab horsemen wielding swords. 

At Benghazi and Sciara (Tripoli), bloody battles were fought. Thousands were lost. On one particular day, Luigi stood against charging horsemen and shot them one by one with his bolt-action rifle until he was trampled by the oncoming horses and rendered unconscious. When he came to, he found himself with a large group of other captured Italians, all of them bound and tied to boards as they waited to be sliced by Turkish swords. 

Luigi watched grimly as the enemy gleefully and brutally killed the Italian survivors, one after another. Cursing and spitting at his captors, he prepared to die next. But just before the Turks could finish their bloodthirsty slaughter, an Italian counterattack halted the executions. Once freed, Luigi quickly recovered a weapon and charged back into the fray. I’ve always paused to consider how differently it could have gone. I wouldn’t be here today if the timing had been just a little off! 

Soon after, a peace treaty between the Ottoman Empire and Italy was established. The Ottoman troops agreed to remove themselves from Libya and allow Libya to remain under Italian oversight. It was a great victory for the Italians, who returned to Rome to march in a victory parade reminiscent of their ancient Roman forbearers.

The war over, Luigi set his sights on going where he believed the streets were paved with gold. He needed to find a way to sail for America. Like many young Italians of that day, Luigi thought of America as the Wild West—and he wasn’t far from wrong. 

In the early twentieth century, the Pittsburgh steel mills of western Pennsylvania had plenty of opportunities for newly arriving immigrants. Today, mere remnants of a bygone industry loom on the Monongahela riverside, but when Luigi arrived in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, it was the fastest-growing town in the country, with plenty of work in the steel mills for immigrants and ripe with possibilities for a young, entrepreneurially minded Italian. It was Luigi’s goal from the beginning to work as a laborer only as long as it took to save enough money to start his own business.

He kept to himself, living in a boarding house and carrying with him his hard-earned money, at all times, to avoid having it stolen. One of the first purchases he made in America was a set of pearl-handled six-shooters, which he hid under his pillow in the room he shared with a roommate. What was his was his, and he intended to keep it that way. 

He did not, at first, speak English very well but learned quickly and was soon able to distinguish English words well enough to understand conversations around him. It was because he was a sharp listener that he became aware of a plan his roommate was hatching with an accomplice to kill him and rob him of his hard-earned cash. 

Thinking Luigi couldn’t understand their English, the thieving, would-be killers made the mistake of talking about the plan in his presence. Luigi heard his roommate referring to the “dumb dago,” and he began to eavesdrop on their plotting. His roommate planned to wait for him to fall asleep in their second-story room and then open a window to allow his accomplice to climb a ladder and enter the room. While the accomplice held Luigi down, the roommate would slit his throat and steal his stash of money. Both men would then flee out the window and down the ladder. 

That night, Luigi feigned sleep with one of his loaded six-shooters clutched in his hand under the blanket. He listened intently as his roommate quietly opened the window to let in the accomplice climbing up the ladder. As soon as the climber’s shoulders came through the open window, Luigi jumped up from his bed and shot the intruder point blank in the forehead, killing him instantly and sending his body and the ladder tumbling loudly to the ground below. Luigi then turned to his lunging roommate and pulled the trigger a second time, killing his would-be assassin. They had intended to show no mercy to Luigi, and Luigi showed none to either assailant. His descendants have owned one of the pearl-handled six-shooters to this day. 

Even though he had killed in self-defense, Luigi knew he should slip away and go where people didn’t know him. An old friend who had served with him in the war had also come to America and sought solace from his wartime memories by becoming a Catholic priest in a small Kentucky town. Luigi joined him there and quietly worked in a coal mine, saving every penny he could.

After a year, he felt it was safe to return to McKeesport. To serve the bustling Italian neighborhood there, he decided to open an Italian restaurant with the money he had been saving. One day, while he was strolling through the town, he heard a lovely girl named Maria DelMastro singing a beautiful song. Maria was a singer with a small band that performed in public parks where many immigrants and their families would gather to enjoy a pleasant Sunday afternoon. Luigi fell in love with Maria and, after obtaining permission from her father, married her. 

Because Kentucky had less frigid winters than Pennsylvania and more opportunities to conduct business in less-crowded venues without as much competition, Luigi determined to sell his restaurant and return to Kentucky. One story has it that on the evening a prospective buyer came to investigate the restaurant, Luigi invited all of his friends to come in for a free meal. That night, the restaurant was crowded and bursting at the seams, so Luigi made the sale easily and headed for the hills with his wife and the two six-shooters to protect the cash he carried.

Once resettled in Kentucky, Luigi briefly went to work again as a coal miner in order to realize his latest dream of opening a grocery store. The hills surrounding the coal mines were notorious for murders and robberies in early twentieth-century Kentucky. Luigi, ever mindful of danger, carried his firearms strapped to his sides at all times. One morning, on his way to work in the predawn darkness, he encountered a would-be robber. Those pearl-handled pistols saved his life once again.

But fate dealt the young couple a tragic blow when their first child, only months old, took sick and died during a return visit to McKeesport in 1920. A second child born in Kentucky two years later died only eleven days after his birth. When Maria became pregnant a third time, she went back to McKeesport to stay with her family so she could have her mother and sister with her to help with the baby. Maria gave birth in July 1923 to Eugenio Vallorani, who survived to become my grandfather. Once again, a sobering thought of how precious life is: only one of three babies survived, and I would not be here today if he had not.

Luigi finally opened his grocery store. He had no pity for his competition. When the grocer across the road lowered prices to try and put Luigi out of business, Luigi sneaked across the street after dark and raised the prices back up on the chalkboard outside the man’s store. Times were hard, and he had no qualms about doing whatever it took to keep his family fed and safe—to keep away the wolves baying at the door.

The wolves were never gone for long. Tragedy struck again when Maria died giving birth to a stillborn child in 1925. There seemed to be no peace in America, after all, and raising a child on his own was a daunting prospect. Tired of adventuring, and looking for a mother for his one surviving son, my grandfather, Luigi sold his store and took Eugenio back to McKeesport in the hope that Maria’s family would care for him. Luigi had his heart set on returning to Italy. He wanted to marry an Italian woman, not an American woman, because he thought Italian women were less spoiled than American women. 

When Maria’s family couldn’t agree to care for Eugenio for what would have been several years, likely because times were tough and he was so young and yet another mouth to feed, Luigi booked passage back to Italy for himself and his son.  

Back in Italy, he settled in a farming community and used his American savings to buy farmland, vineyards, fruit orchards, and another grocery business. He found that Italian wife too. Agatha loved and cared for Eugenio, treating him as if he were her own son. And my grandfather loved his stepmother. Luigi and Agatha had three daughters—what a privilege it has been to meet two of them and their children and grandchildren. One of the daughters visited us in the USA in the 1980s, and another I met in Italy, twice, in 2011 and again in 2016. 

Luigi never set foot in America again. We don’t know why Luigi never came back to America. The year I was born, in 1973, he even applied for a US social security number from his home in Rimini, which suggests he meant to return, or at least to keep that possibility open. Whatever his reasons for choosing not to return, he certainly did not give up his entrepreneurial endeavors. 

He achieved his goal of becoming a wealthy businessman and was greatly respected as the padrone of his village. He had true allegiance only to his family and those who depended on him. As he began to grow up and attend school, Luigi’s young son was keenly aware of his father’s status. Eugenio knew his father had big plans for him. 

As Luigi’s only son, Eugenio was also treated with respect in the village. When a fellow student bullied young Eugenio, Luigi went to the home of the bully’s father and gave the father a choice: either the father would punish the bully, or Luigi would do it for him. The father punished his son right there in front of him rather than chance Luigi’s temper.

On another occasion, during harvest season, young Eugenio was watching his father order one of the workers to stop his children from stealing fruit from the trees in his orchard. The worker made the mistake of picking up a clump of dirt and throwing it at Luigi in response. Luigi struck back by pummeling the recalcitrant worker. Then Luigi picked the man up, slung him over his shoulder, and carried him up a ladder with the apparent intention of throwing the disrespectful thief into the threshing machine. The other workers stopped Luigi before he did so, but the message was sent. Nobody stole his fruit after that. 

Luigi disliked bullies, but during those days the biggest bullies of the twentieth century were rising in power: Adolph Hitler and Benito Mussolini. My grandfather was required to join a military youth group and was sent to march in a parade in support of Mussolini and Hitler. Luigi wanted no part of his son being pressed into the service of fascism. Having survived the horrors of his own wartime experience, Luigi was determined to keep Eugenio from the impending slaughter. He knew the only chance his son would have to avoid the political upheaval and ensuing bloody war was to be sent back to America to live. 

The day of the big fascist parade in downtown Rome, Luigi watched reluctantly as young Eugenio marched. The boys extended their right arms straight out and saluted. It made Luigi disgusted to watch, so afterward, he proceeded directly to the US embassy and told the officials there how his boy had been born in Kentucky and was an American citizen, and he wanted to repatriate Eugenio in the US. He had Eugenio’s birth certificate as proof and was able to get a US passport issued to him. 

We still have that passport, and I have stood in front of that US Embassy in Rome. Seeing these places and knowing how important they were to my family’s subsequent lives fills me with awe. How different history—my history—could have been had Luigi not been a “pretty tough guy.” 

Lighting one of his strong cigars, Luigi broke the news to his son that he was going to be sent to live with his mother’s brothers in America. He was sitting by a fireplace and set his cigar on the mantle to stoke the fire. When he reached up to retrieve his cigar from the mantle, he accidentally picked up a scorpion lying there unnoticed beside his cigar. 

Luigi immediately threw the venomous pest into the fire and realized he had been given the perfect example. He explained to his son why he was sending him back to America: As was the scorpion on the mantle, Mussolini and Hitler were both venomous men who would bring great harm. Until someone threw them into the fire, Luigi felt it best to protect his son by sending him back to Pennsylvania. 

Fifteen-year-old Eugenio sailed to America on a ship called The Rex. There he became known as Eugene. It would be years before Eugene would get to see his father again. Because of the expense of the journey, they only saw each other twice again. In 1964 Eugene was able to return to Italy for one visit, and in 1972 he took his wife, my aunt, and my uncle and made another trip to Italy. Unfortunately, my father decided not to make the trip because he had just married my mother and felt the trip would be financially unwise. He has always regretted this decision.

Undefeated by thieves, killers, nations, and dictators, Luigi passed quietly in his sleep in Italy in February 1974, just a few months after my birth. While my father and I never got to meet Luigi in person, Luigi congratulated his son Eugene on the birth of a grandson (me). I cherish a letter he sent to my father prior to my birth, written in neat English.

In April 2016 I was able to visit Luigi’s grave in Rimini, with his youngest daughter. At the age of eighty-three, Antonietta still tears up and lovingly whispers, “Papa Gi-Gi” as she crosses herself and touches her kissed fingers to a photo on his tomb. 

His legacy lives on and inspires me to be a strong man, a sharp-thinking entrepreneur, and a protective father. 

What I Know to Be True

Never give up. It took three tries for my great-grandfather to have a son who survived to carry on the Vallorani name. He never stopped trying to do more. While he did not settle in the United States to pursue the American dream for himself, he achieved it for his family by planting the seeds of success. We reaped what Luigi sowed. 

In business, you must be shrewd. In life, you should be prepared to defend yourself from all manner of wolves. Yet there is time to find moments of peaceful mandolin music in the enjoyment of a cigar or a glass of wine, and it is those moments that give us the stamina to continue the battle another day. 

I subscribe to the Tarzan principle: Just keep swinging. The idea is to grab the next opportunity and keep swinging through the jungle. Following the example of my ancestors, I have used this principle many times in my life.

Despite the wolves in life—hardships, challenges, naysayers, even our own inner demons—we can enjoy the music of the mandolin, the good things in life. But nothing comes easy. We must have a vision, work hard, take risks, and make sacrifices. We don’t talk about achieving it; we simply determine to achieve it. And we celebrate our victories with style. 

That’s where my brand comes into play: Vallorani Estates presents a lifestyle and curated products that are inspired by my family to bring melodious moments to your life to fight off life’s wolves. Our philosophy is work hard, play hard. Be shrewd as a serpent, gentle as a dove, and survive as a sheep in the midst of wolves.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The American Generation

 There are no constraints on the human mind, no walls around the human spirit, no barriers to our progress except those we ourselves erect.

Ronald Reagan

My grandfather Eugene–Big D, as he was known to us growing up–returned to America at just fifteen years of age, having forgotten whatever English he’d known as a toddler, and was taken in by members of his mother’s family. It was a lonely and difficult time for him. He was not guaranteed a warm and enthusiastic welcome. Times were tough, and another mouth to feed made things that much more difficult. Since he couldn’t read or write English, he was remanded to the third grade.

Dominic DeDonato, my grandmother’s brother, was his saving grace. I don’t know how they met, but Uncle Dom took Eugene under his wing and would bring him home to eat with his family nearly every night of the week. Dom was a good-hearted, funny guy who was artistic and could draw very well. And he was smart. Dom eventually became a big boss at U.S. Steel in Philadelphia. In fact, my dad and my uncle Gene always referred to him as “Dom, the fox of industrial wizardry.” 

The DeDonatos had come to America at about the same time Eugene was going back to Italy as a boy and, as many had, Dom had found a home and work in western Pennsylvania steel country, eventually becoming a boss in the mills.

Eugene left his relatives’ home as soon as he could, worked wherever he could, and at the age of nineteen, married Dom’s sister Edith in the same church where Luigi had married Eugene’s mother, Maria, years before. 

My grandmother’s given name was Italia, but Americans often mispronounced it as “EYE-talia,” so one day in high school, she changed it to Edith after an American movie actress she admired, and she never looked back. She and my grandfather wanted to be Americans, 100 percent. She and Eugene had left the old country behind and wanted nothing more than to achieve the American dream. They weren’t interested in being hyphenates. 

During World War II, Eugene joined the US Army Air Corps and did his part for the war effort, and I find it ironic to think that he’d nearly been stuck on the other side of the conflict, back in Italy! Interestingly, in the lead-up to the war, he had been writing to his friends in Italy, not realizing that the US government was intercepting and reading his letters. There was nothing in them that suggested espionage or could have been considered a threat, just harmless stuff, just talking about his life in the United States. 

Government agents approached him and asked, “Would you be willing to be a spy for the United States? We’ll take you on a submarine off the coast of Italy, and you’ll swim to shore. When you get to shore, your job is to just be an Italian. Sit in the bars, listen to the Germans and the Italians talking, and give us any information you can get back to us.”

My grandfather said, “No, thank you. I don’t want to die.” As a uniformed US Army Air Corps man he was protected by the rules of war and would have been granted POW status if captured. As a spy, he could have faced summary execution with no trial beforehand, and possibly worse. He had a wife and a young son at this point and no desire to take such chances with their futures. Instead, he spent his war years in the South Pacific.

Eugene and Edith had three kids: my uncle Gene; my dad, Ray; and my aunt Linda. All three of the children became self-employed, successful entrepreneurs with close-knit families. I remember visiting my uncle Gene’s house in Texas, as a teenager in 1992. He had a swimming pool and a smoker, and I watched him enjoy a cigar as he grilled a batch of steaks. Man, that was enjoying the good life! There are moments when you hear the sound of the mandolin and you never forget it. I knew at that moment this was the kind of life I wanted when I grew up. 

My dad gave Eugene his lasting nickname, Big D, when he was a boy. Big D is short for Big Daddio. It fit him so well because not only was he a big strong guy but he also had a big strong personality and an even bigger heart.

There’s one particular story about Big D I’ve always found inspiring. When the war was over, he returned home with his newfound engineering knowledge and went to work at a TV station in Pittsburgh. He was a technical engineer, making sure the radio station and TV station got on the air every morning. You had to have a first-class license with the FCC to do that job. But in 1955, this station was changing its systems, and everyone working for it was laid off. 

All the men filed out and left, dejected, except Big D, who went back inside to say thank-you to the boss who had just laid him off for the opportunity to have worked there. Impressed by his gratitude, the boss gave Big D the name of a friend who worked at Westinghouse. Sometimes, there’s a bump in the road, but if you do the right thing, it will iron itself out and you’ll sail along again. 
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